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Prologue - Chloe’s Diary


~~~***~~~

 


Feb 10th,
2012

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.

“Enough!” Drew called out. “Chloe, you took
too long on your draw. She would have cut you down by the time you
landed.”

How annoying. She had been practicing for a
little over a month with magic, and not much longer with the
swords, and she was already better than me. I holstered my gun,
panting hard. “Got it.” I agreed with his criticism, even though I
knew my draw wasn’t slow, my weapon was out before I even landed.
It was the landing and aiming at the same time I needed to work
on.

“I’d opt for fire in the same situation next
time.”

I again nodded that I understood, but didn’t
acknowledge him any further. “Nice shield expansion,” I told Alice
while she fit her swords back into their sheaths.

She smiled at the compliment. “Thanks. I’ve
been practicing with it.”

“Again,” Drew ordered from the sidelines,
his arms crossed over his chest. I looked over and caught his eye,
giving him a nice evil stare to show him how much I hated when he
became mean trainer guy. He rolled his eyes and waved his hand at
me in a get on with it manner.

For hours and hours we continued our mock
battle of throwing fire, fighting, and freezing our butts off.
Eventually the sun fell behind the mountains, turning the grey
snowy day into a grey snowy dusk.

Drew eyed the sky and realized it was time
to go. “All right, girls, let’s head out.” He clapped his hands
together. “We need to get moving before it gets too dark.”

I dusted some of the snow off of my pants
and lifted my bow so that it was sitting across my shoulders
sideways. “Well, we could have left a while ago.”

Drew shrugged. “It will be fine. You two
need to train as much as possible if we are going to pull off
taking down the Talon Building. Which was your idea, by the way,”
he added.

“That’s all we’ve been doing for the last
month!” I complained, even though I really didn’t mind all that
much. I liked training, but it would be nice to do something else
once in a while. Drew didn’t respond to my whining; he knew that
responding would only make it worse. So his response was simply to
turn around and start walking.

I puffed out a big breath of air and looked
over at Alice, who had been watching the exchange with boredom. She
was a constant spectator of the bickering between Drew and I, so
she simply waited for us to finish.

“You ready?” she asked.

I hefted my backpack onto one shoulder,
since I was holding my bow on the other. “Yeah, let’s go.”

We didn’t make it home before dark and ended
up trying to navigate the icy trails with only my fire to lead us.
Once we made it out of the trails and into town, it was easier
because the street lights lit our way with a dim glow.

Luke had dinner waiting for us when we got
home, but he wasn’t alone. Oscar and Nicholas, one of his closest
friends who didn’t think Luke was going crazy like the rest of the
board did, were with him. They were standing around the kitchen
table, staring down at several sheets of paper that were spread out
in front of them.

Drew looked from Luke to Oscar and then over
to Nicholas. “What’s going on? Did something happen?” He pulled out
his phone and checked it to see if he had mysteriously missed a
message.

Luke shook his head. “No, you didn’t miss
anything. Nicholas is here because he is going to join us in trying
to infiltrate the Talon Building.” Nicholas nodded at Drew,
acknowledging him. I felt so bad for Luke. Ever since Sostrate had
appeared to us and he told the board members about it, they had
practically shunned him. It was my opinion that they just thought
he was getting old and agreeing with the crazy kids who were making
up stories about demi-goddesses appearing to them and telling them
that they needed to prepare for a war with the vampires. I just
felt bad that Luke had sort of lost his status because of us.

Oscar, looking as hot as always, held a
plate of food in his hands and was stabbing at something that
looked like stir fry. “Yeah, check it out. Nicholas was able to get
blueprints for the Talon Building!”

I rushed forward to look and so did Drew.
“Oh my God! Why didn’t you call us?” I demanded, placing my hands
on the table and staring down at the blueprints. I couldn’t really
understand anything about them, but they could and that is what
mattered. Being able to find a way into the building was huge.

“Where did you get these?” Alice asked while
Drew intently studied the sheets of paper.

Nicholas looked up from the prints; he
wasn’t as old as Luke, but almost and it showed. He was a very fit,
older man with a full head of grey hair that he had slicked back.
“We had them in the vault, but no one ever thought that taking on
the Talon Building was worth it. So they have just been sitting
there.”

“Wow.” I turned away from the blueprints and
went to get myself a bowl of the stir fry. “This is awesome!”

Oscar nodded enthusiastically. “That’s what
I thought. Aside from getting people to help us, this is probably
our most valuable piece of the puzzle.”

Drew and Alice moved away from the plans,
each grabbing up a bowl so that they could get some dinner, too.
“How long do you think it’s going to be till we infiltrate?” I
asked over a mouthful of veggies.

Luke began rolling up the blueprints so that
the table would be clear for people to sit down. “There is no way
to tell, but I think we need a couple more weeks, at least.”

I took off my bow and backpack, setting them
down in the corner of the kitchen, and then sat down in one of the
chairs with my food. I glanced back and forth between Nicholas and
Luke. “We can’t wait too long, you know. Sostrate told us there was
going to be a war, but if we wait long enough they are going to
attack us, and the community is vulnerable because no one believed
us.” Nicholas looked away, appearing ashamed of the decisions made
by his fellow Hunters.

Luke nodded. “We know, Chloe. But we also
cannot move before we are ready.”

Since my mouth was full, I nodded that I
understood.

Alice brought her dinner to the table and
Oscar sat down beside her. “I think if it came down to it, we would
do all right in a fight,” she said, looking down into her bowl.

Drew shook his head. “All right isn’t good
enough.”

Her head snapped up. “Drew, I have been
working my butt off. I can do hand to hand combat and I’d never
thrown a punch in my life before I started training! I can fight
with duel swords and win against anyone here, and I have several
magical powers that I’ve excelled at. All in the course of one
month! I’m pretty sure I could at least hold my own.”

“I agree,” he told her calmly, his green
eyes twinkling. I think he was actually pretty proud of her
progress.

Finished with my stir fry, I stood and took
my bowl to the sink. “He means me,” I told her. “You’re doing
great. I’m the one who still has issues.”

Drew met my eyes and I saw it was true. He
never told me things to make me feel better, he just told the
truth. I liked that quality about him, but at the same time it was
really frustrating that he didn’t have more confidence in me.

“I just want you to be able to protect
yourself. And others,” he added.

I wanted to argue so badly, but I knew he
was just worried about me. “I don’t care. I’m working hard and I
will continue to work hard.” I turned and tried not to appear huffy
as I strode out of the room.

~~~***~~~

The next day, Monday, I had school. I truly
could not wait until I didn’t have school anymore. There was no one
there that I cared to see at all, and none of them paid attention
to me either. Luckily, Drew had realized that I had no friends and
showed up at lunch time every day, saving me from having to eat
alone at the empty lunch table of shame.

“You all right?” he asked, handing me a
sandwich after I climbed into his ugly old truck.

I accepted the sandwich, wrapped in the
checkered wrap from Dana’s Deli, and shrugged. “I’m fine, just
feeling sort of down I guess.”

“Can I help?”

I shook my head. “How should I know?
I don’t even know what’s wrong with me.”

He leaned over, bringing his face close to
mine. “Are you sure there is nothing that could make you feel
better?”

I crinkled my brow in confusion. “What is
wrong with you?”

He gently took the sandwich out of my hand
and ran his fingers across my cheek. “I just don’t like it when
you’re unhappy,” he whispered.

“I’m not unhappy.” My breath caught when he
moved closer and brushed his lips against mine. I closed my eyes
and wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him in closer as our
kiss deepened.

Warmth spread throughout my body, from head
to toe I tingled as the fire threatened to come forth. Mentally, I
forced the fire back, trying to lose myself in his kiss. We stayed
like that for most of the thirty minutes students were allowed for
lunch, until I decided I better actually eat the sandwich he had
brought me.

“I think I should go see what Zander is up
to today.”

“Why?” Drew didn’t really care for Zander,
but he tolerated him because he was my brother and he killed
vampires like we did.

“Because, I haven’t been there for a while
and he hasn’t called or anything, so I want to see what he’s been
up to. Also, I think we need to do some training with him if he is
going to be working on this mission with us.”

Drew frowned. “You know we can’t bring him
into the community yet.”

“I know, we can find somewhere else
then.”

“Maybe.” Drew thought about it. “We still
have to be discreet, people might see us.”

“Well, in any case, will you take me over
there after school?”

He crinkled his brow in thought. “I’m
supposed to practice with Oscar, but I guess I could skip.”

Oscar had been teaching Drew to play guitar
in what little spare time they had. Drew was learning quickly, too.
Maybe because Oscar was a siren, Drew was somehow retaining it
easily.

“I don’t want you to miss it. You never take
time for yourself for fun stuff.”

He shook his head. “Don’t worry, one lesson
isn’t going to hurt anything. I’ll take you over there.” He leaned
over and gave me a quick kiss.

“Thank you.” I kissed him back. Hopping out
of the truck, I slammed the rickety door shut and hurried into the
school before I missed the bell for class. I made it on time, but
barely. After asking Drew for a ride again, I realized that I
needed to learn how to drive and get my license so that I didn’t
have to depend on everyone to take me places.

~~~***~~~

We arrived at Zander’s apartment and found a
space in the guest parking area. Zander parked his gigantic, black
truck in the numbered spaces in front of the apartments. I was
surprised the vehicle even fit.

“At least we know he’s home.” I smiled. “You
sure can’t miss seeing his truck.” We climbed the stairs to the
second floor and rang the bell.

No answer. We waited and rang the bell
again. Still no answer.

Confused, I crinkled my brow. “What? I know
he’s home.”

Drew reached out and tried the knob. I knew
what he was thinking, that maybe something was wrong. The knob
twisted easily and he slowly pushed open the door open. Everything
in the front room looked in order. “Let’s check the bedroom,” I
whispered.

Drew nodded that he understood and extracted
his gun from the holster. I also pulled mine out, just in case. We
crept down the hallway, our steps muffled by the plush, grey
carpeting.

Drew paused in front of the open bathroom
door and silently moved inside. I kept watch in the hall while he
checked it out. Not making a sound, he shook his head, indicating
it was clear. I held up my hand for him to stop and listened with
my super hearing. Recently, I had been practicing at turning it off
and on. Really, it was like having a switch that I could flip when
I needed it. Before I could put the super hearing to use, we heard
voices and then what sounded like a painful groaning.

We looked at each other for a split second
before taking off down the hall toward the bedroom. Drew didn’t
hesitate; his boot connected with the wooden door and it burst
open. We both flew into Zander’s bedroom with our guns drawn, ready
to fight.

What we saw, though, wasn’t anything either
of us had expected to see.

A very surprised looking Zander lay twisted
in his black sheets with a very pissed off looking Christina
beneath him. Both of their heads swiveled toward the door, which
now hung loosely on its hinges. “What the hell?” Zander hollered at
us.

Christina didn’t move. “What is wrong with
you two?” She reached around Zander and pulled the sheet all the
way up to his neck.

I was so shocked at what I was seeing at
that I couldn’t respond. My gun fell to my side and I continued to
stare. Thank God all of their private parts were covered; only
their necks and shoulders were exposed.

Drew still held his gun out. I think maybe
he was contemplating actually shooting Zander. He used to date
Christina, but their relationship was more than that. They have
known each other since childhood … they were like family.

Even though I got this, my jealousy about
Christina and Drew’s relationship still lingered and I really
didn’t appreciate how angry he looked about seeing them in bed
together.

“Drew, lower your gun,” I told him
quietly.

He did, slipping the weapon into the holster
with a huff. Suddenly he spun around, charging past the broken door
and out into the hall. A minute later we heard the front door
slam.

I glanced at Zander and Christina, who were
simply staring at me in anticipation of my exit. Christina pointed
at me. “Chloe, what the hell is wrong with you? Get out!”

I backed up a few steps. “We rang the bell,”
I told them.

“Well I ignored it.” Zander tilted his head
downward in exasperation. His black hair fell down over his eyes
between himself and Christina.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered through my
embarrassment and headed for the door. “Oh, and sorry about the
door,” I added as I rushed out into the hallway.

Back down at the truck, Drew sat behind the
wheel fuming. I opened the door, climbed in, and scooted across the
bench seat into the middle. “Are you all right?” I asked, trying to
make my voice as soothing as possible.

He reached out and turned the key so that
the engine roared to life. “It doesn’t matter.”

I knew better than to try and get him to
talk about it. It would just cause a fight between us if I pushed
it. God help me though, it still ticked me off that he cared about
her so much.

Drew sped home faster than I ever thought
the truck could have gone. By the time we pulled up into the
driveway I was pretty sure he had blown off some of the steam.
“There is no reason for you to be mad about this,” I told him.

He shut off the engine. “I know that.”

I tilted my head. “Still, you’re mad and I
want to help you, but I can’t do anything about it.”

He sighed. “I’m not mad, not really. I don’t
really know how I feel about it. Christina can do whatever she
wants, of course, but I don’t really think Zander is a good guy for
her. I think that’s what’s getting me about this.”

I nodded. Zander wasn’t the best guy in the
world, but oddly enough I thought he was perfect for Christina.

“You can’t just stop caring about someone,
and I do care about her. Not like before, but I feel like there are
better guys out there for her.”

I reached over and ran my fingertips over
his thigh. “She is a big girl and she is going to be fine. You
don’t need to protect her.”

“Yeah, I know. I just feel like all she has
been through in her life … that she deserves better than him.”

I choked back a laugh. My goodness, the girl
was hell on high heels and caused grief everywhere she went, and he
thought she deserved better? “Drew, they aren’t getting married or
anything. We all know that she sleeps around, what’s the big
deal?”

He shook his head. “Forget it. I don’t want
to talk about it anymore.”

Well, the silent broody Drew was back.
Wonderful.

Dinner was incredibly uncomfortable that
night with everyone lifting their eyebrows at me in question about
Drew and his mood, and me shrugging that I didn’t know what was
wrong with him. Everyone knew better than to ask him about it; they
knew he would talk about it if he wanted to.

After dinner he gave me a quick kiss on the
cheek before wandering off to his room. I watched him go, wishing
he would stop being so moody, and brought my plate to the sink.

Luke waited until Drew was gone for a few
minutes. “What’s going on with him?”

I knew they were going to grill me about it.
I should have escaped when Drew did. “I don’t know. He’s been like
that since after school.”

My grandfather raised his eyebrows. “So you
know nothing about what is bothering him?”

I rinsed my plate with the sprayer. “I
already told you. No, I don’t know, and even if I did, it’s up to
him to tell you.”

“I see.” Luke slid his chair out and brought
his own plate to the sink. I took it from him and rinsed his off,
too.

Oscar was still shoveling food into his
mouth. “Maybe it’s because Gavin is back,” he managed to get out
between bites.

The plate I was holding slipped from my
fingers and landed against the stainless steel sink with a clang. I
turned around to face him. “What? Gavin is back? When did he get
here?” My thoughts swirled back to the day at the pond when he
kissed me and told me that he was leaving, but he had also said
that he was going to come back and fight for me. Oh God, this was
not good at all. Things had been so calm when he was gone. It
looked like the recent month had been the eye of the storm. Unless,
of course, he had moved on and given up on me.

Oscar swallowed his food. “I don’t know when
he got back. I saw him today down at the market.”

“He got back last night,” Alice intervened.
“He is staying with his mother again.”

Oscar turned away from me to face Alice, a
silent question in his eyes.

“What?” she demanded.

All of the sudden I saw a new Oscar. “How do
you know so much about Gavin?”

Surprised, Alice responded, “I was at the
gym and I saw him there talking to some of his friends. I said hi,
and asked him when he got back.”

Oh, holy moly! Oscar was jealous. This was a
new one; usually he was a true ‘roll with it’ kind of guy. Alice
had him twisted around her magical little finger.

“Chloe, what the heck are you smiling
about.” Alice’s voice snapped me back from wherever I had gone for
a minute there.

“Nothing.” I shook my head. “Just thinking.”
Yeah, thinking about how cute they were.

Luke paced the kitchen. “If Gavin is back,
this might actually help us. He would assist us with the Talon
building if someone could convince him.” Luke’s eyes landed
expectantly on me.

“What?” I pointed at my chest. “Oh, I see.
You want me to sweet talk him into joining Team Talon, huh?”

Luke nodded. “Yes. Yes I do, and you’re also
going to be the one to sweet talk your boyfriend into being all
right with it.” He lifted his lips into a warm smile, patted me on
the back, and left the kitchen.

Giving Alice and Oscar a look of
desperation, I pointed at them. “You guys are helping me convince
him. Drew is not going to like this at all.”

~~~***~~~

That night I lay in bed, thinking of Drew
and Gavin and how us asking Gavin to go on the mission with us was
truly not a good idea. Especially since Drew was already in a bad
mood because of the whole thing with Christina and Zander.

Alice lay across the room, softly snoring.
She used to sleep with me because she didn’t have a bed, but since
Trevor left her all that money she could afford to buy one. Since
we had plenty of room, she finally got a bed of her own.

I did not want to be the one to have to
convince Drew that Gavin should join us, but the fact of the matter
was that I was probably the only one who actually could. The hard
part was going to be getting Drew to look past his issues with
Gavin for the greater good of the group.

I pulled my purple comforter up till it
touched my chin and rolled over onto my side. My thoughts turned to
Christina and Zander. Drew being angry about them still bothered
me. It bothered me a lot more than I wanted it to. I’d actually
gotten used to Christina; she was part of the group whether or not
I wanted her to be. However, I still couldn’t help but be jealous
that she evoked that kind of reaction from Drew.

There was no moon out to shine through my
windows and illuminate my dark room, the only light was the glowing
green numbers on my alarm clock. I closed my eyes again and tried
to fall asleep. Most nights, I was out like a light. Exhaustion
from training usually took everything out of me and I could pretty
much pass out standing up if I wanted to. Unfortunately this night
I laid awake, and sleep never found me until about four in the
morning.

When I woke up, both my eyes and my tongue
felt like sandpaper. I rolled over to check and see if Alice was
still sleeping, but found her empty bed neatly made.

I reluctantly tossed back the covers and
headed for the shower. I couldn’t believe I had to go to school
after such a crappy night’s sleep. The hot water helped wash away
some of the cobwebs and my teeth sure did feel better after I
brushed them, but I was going to have to guzzle coffee before I
left the house. After a quick glance at the clock, I realized that
I was running late. I threw on the first items I set eyes on; jeans
and a blue, long sleeved T-shirt. I just knew the day was going to
suck. I couldn’t put off talking to Gavin for Luke, and Drew just
wanted me to stay away from him.

“Freaking wonderful,” I muttered to myself
as I hurried out of my bedroom and into the kitchen to find coffee.
I turned the corner and missed running smack into Alice by about an
inch.

“Whoa!” She steadied the tray with muffin
batter she held. “What’s the hurry?”

“I’m going to be late for school.” I grabbed
a coffee mug and filled it up. The only reason we had the coffee
pot in the first place was because I liked coffee and had picked it
up on one of our outings to the city.

“Here.” Alice plucked a muffin from the
batch that were sitting on the cooling rack and held it out for
me.

I grabbed it and set both the coffee and
muffin on the counter while I slipped on my jacket and backpack.
“Thanks, Alice.” I gathered them back up into my arms and headed
for the door. “I’ll see you after school.”

She followed me to the door and opened it
for me so I wouldn’t have to put all of my stuff down again. She
shut it behind me, and as the latch clicked I heard her call out,
“See you later.”

~~~***~~~

“Absolutely not!”

“Why?” I set my hands on my hips and
prepared for the worst.

Wham! He hit the punching bag so hard
it flew backward. “You know why.” He stepped out of the way as the
bag came flying back at him.

“You know that he can help us. I don’t know
why you can’t just admit it.”

Wham. Wham. Wham

“Drew!” I reached out to steady the bag and
get him to stop hitting it. “Talk with me.”

He reached up, brushed his blond hair out of
his eyes, and started unwrapping the tape from his hands. “Fine,
let’s talk.” He looked up at me and my heart sunk. I was expecting
to see anger there, to see how ticked off he was about Gavin, but
no … it was hurt I saw swimming in his pretty green irises.

I led us away from the training area to a
more private spot in the corner. He was agreeing to talk to me
about it and that was actually way more than I expected, so I went
with it. Alice and Oscar were over by the weapons practice area,
ready and waiting for me to signal if I needed them.

I have to admit, I made sure I looked cute,
too. I had my hair twisted back into two braids and I wore a
tiny—and tight—pair of workout shorts that were really not much
bigger than boy short panties. I had also put on a small cotton
T-shirt over my sports bra. Normally I just wore a pair of yoga
pants or regular shorts, but today I figured it wouldn’t hurt to
show a bit of skin.

Drew turned to face me as soon as we were
far enough away that people wouldn’t hear what we were discussing.
“Chloe, we don’t need him.”

“Yes, we do,” I countered. “He is a great
Hunter, and he is one of the only Hunters with extra powers.”

“If we ask him, the only reason he will say
yes is to be around you. Then all I will be able to think about
would be his lips all over yours and I don’t want to think about
that.”

What? “Oh, you mean like the other
day when you threw a fit about Christina and Zander and all I could
think about was you and Christina doing far more than kissing?”

Drew’s eyes widened and I knew I just dug
myself a very big hole. Wonderful. I had every intention of leaving
that alone. But, I was a pretty argumentative person, especially
when I went on the defense.

“Chloe—”

“No,” I cut him off, “you don’t get to say
things like that. That is over, we fought that out! But, we never
talk about Christina because you don’t want to and I get
that… really I do, I understand what she is to you. That doesn’t
mean that I don’t have moments where I think about the fact that
you had sex with her.”

This time his eyes narrowed. “Did she tell
you about that?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “No, she
didn’t have to tell me. I’m not stupid, I have eyes. And you are a
guy, after all.”

“What the hell is that supposed to
mean?”

“You know exactly what that means. It means
that you, being a guy, think about sex all the time just like every
other guy. But the problem here is why you haven’t even
tried it with me.” I stepped back one pace. “Don’t you want
me like that?”

“God, Chloe.” His voice sounded more
irritated than soothing.

“What?”

He reached out for my hand and I snatched it
away.

“Knock it off and come here.” He reached out
again, and this time I let him take my hand and pull me toward him.
He used his fingers to tilt up my chin so that he could look into
my eyes while he whispered, “Of course I want you like that, but
you are only sixteen and it’s not right … not yet.”

I lowered my head. “But it was okay with
her?”

“No, it wasn’t.” He tried to tilt my chin up
again and I turned my head away. I’d just made a complete fool out
of myself. I had thought about this a lot before and knew better
than to talk to him about it. The last thing I wanted to do was
come off like some needy girl.

But I was a needy girl and I hated
that he was able to love Christina like that and not me. I shrugged
away from him. “Forget it.”

“I’m sorry about the thing with Christina
and Zander. I don’t even know why it bothered me so much.”

“Duh!” I swung my hand out. “It bothered you
because you care about her. Idiot!”

“Okay, fine, then I don’t know why I still
care. I definitely don’t love her. That is only for you.”

“I know that you love me, Drew—and I love
you, too—which is exactly why I don’t understand why we can’t ask
Gavin to join us. I have to watch you be around Christina all the
time and deal with your little hissy fits about her, so you should
be able to do this one thing.”

I had decided the argument was going the
wrong way; it was time to direct it back to the whole point of
Gavin and the Talon Building.

“I should, but I still think we don’t need
him.”

Ugh! He could be so stubborn. “Then you are
a big idiot.”

He narrowed his eyes and his face turned a
deep shade of red. “Maybe I am an idiot,” he whispered and stomped
over the mats toward the doors, leaving me standing there wishing
that I was the one who had stormed off.

I watched him go. I glanced over toward the
weapons area to find Oscar and Alice staring at me in confusion. I
gave them a thumbs down sign before hurrying to the locker room,
where I threw on my jeans and a sweatshirt over my work-out
clothes.

Why in the world hadn’t I gotten my driver’s
license yet? I just wanted to get away from everyone … and fast.
Angry at myself for yet another reason, I furiously ripped open my
backpack, extracted my cell phone, and called the only person I
knew who would take me where I wanted to go.

~~~***~~~

Christina screeched to a halt in front of
the gym in her little red car and tapped her horn a couple of
times.

I hurried out from under the overhang at the
front door of the gym and opened the passenger door. Christina
raised a questioning eyebrow as I slid into the seat beside
her.

“Why did you call me? Doesn’t your boyfriend
cart you around everywhere?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I told her,
“You know that I wouldn’t have called you if I had any other
options.”

“Whatever.” She flipped her long, dark hair
over her shoulder and sped out onto the road.

When we arrived at Zander’s I wondered why I
had chosen to run to his place. I barely knew him and I certainly
wasn’t running to him for advice or brotherly love. I just needed
to get away and I had nowhere else to go.

Zander opened the door looking like he had
just gone to bed. His hair was sticking up all over the place and
he wore flannel pajama pants without a shirt. This was the first
time I’d seen him without a shirt, except that time when Drew and I
burst in on him and Christina, so I’d never realized that he had a
tattoo of a cross on the left side of his chest. “Hey, Chloe …
Christina, what are you guys up to?”

“Chloe is having a distressed little sister
moment.” Christina gave Zander a smile and slipped past him into
his apartment.

Zander stared back at me with a confused
expression. “Huh?”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I
just needed to get away.” I followed Christina’s lead and went
around him to get into the apartment before he could tell me to
leave.

“Well come on in,” he muttered as he kicked
the door shut.

I plopped down onto his ancient looking
couch and threw my bag on the coffee table. Christina was in the
kitchen rooting around in his refrigerator and singing to herself
in a low voice.

Zander glanced back and forth between the
two of us, and must have gathered that we were not going to be
going anywhere anytime soon. “I’m going to go put some clothes on,”
he mumbled to no one in particular, stumbling off down the hallway
toward his bedroom. At that moment I saw the other tattoos that I
had failed to notice before. On each shoulder blade was a large,
black, but beautiful angel wing. The details of the feathers were
so intricate that I knew it must have taken the artist hours to
finish them. At the center of his back, between the wings, sat a
broad sword, its hilt rising up almost to his neck and the tip of
the blade reaching down to his belt line.

“Warrior angel,” I murmured, watching him
slam open the door to his room.

Again, I wondered what the heck I was doing
there. I reached into my pocket and pulled out my cell to check and
see if Drew had texted me. Nope. There was one from Alice checking
to see where I went and when I was going to be home, though. I
texted back telling her only that I was fine and I would be home
later in the evening. I didn’t want her telling Drew where I was;
if he wanted to know he could find out on his own.

Christina wandered into the living room with
a bag of potato chips and a glass of water in her hands.

“I didn’t think that you liked chips.”

She smirked. “I do like them, they
just aren’t very good for you so I don’t eat them that often, but
Zander doesn’t keep much … well, any healthy food here.” She
pulled out a chip and popped it into her mouth.

“Oh, I see.” I fiddled with my phone, not
knowing what else to do.

“So what’s going on? You and Drew have a
fight?”

I waited until she had made herself
comfortable in the chair on the other side of the coffee table
before answering. “I don’t feel comfortable discussing that with
you.”

“Oh, come on, Chloe. Like I really care
anyway.”

“Then why do you want to know?” I
countered.

She shrugged. “Trying to help, I guess.”

“Trying to help with what?” Zander came out
wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt, not an inch of tattoo
showing anywhere. It looked like he had attempted to fix his hair
but failed. Neither Christina nor I answered him and he ignored the
fact that we didn’t. “Well, what do you guys want to do then?”

Again no answer.

“You ladies sure know how to show a guy a
good time,” he told us as he bent over by the entertainment center,
opened a drawer, and pulled out a few controllers. “Video games it
is then.” He tossed us each a crazy looking contraption with about
a zillion buttons on it.

“I don’t know how to play any video games,”
I said, turning the controller over in my hands.

“I’ll teach you.” He clicked on the
television. “You will like this game.”

Christina nodded and pointed at me. “You
ready to get your ass kicked?”

For several hours I learned how to kill
zombies, find weapons, exchange weapons, read those dumb little
maps in the corner of the T.V., and various other virtual survival
methods.

“See, I told you that you would get the hang
of it.” Zander paused the game and got up to go into the kitchen.
He came back with a three glasses of ice, a couple cans of soda,
and a bottle of whiskey.

He poured one and offered it to
Christina.

“No, thanks.” She shook her head “I’m
driving,” she explained.

“It’s up to you.” He shrugged and held it
out to me. Hesitantly, I took the glass with only a slight nod as a
thank you. Never in my life had I even had more than just a taste
of wine or beer. He sat back with his own drink and took a long
swig, killing about half of the drink.

I felt the cold condensation on my
fingertips and knew that I shouldn’t drink it. That would be the
right thing to do. However, I always tried to do the right thing
and usually screwed it up in one way or another. So, maybe it was
time to purposely break the rules a little. I lifted the glass to
my lips and chugged back almost the entire drink at once. I tried
hard not to choke or gag. The drink was obviously strong, but it
didn’t taste good at all. It tasted like what I imagined
paint thinner might taste like.

“Slow down, Chloe!” Christina nagged at
me.

“What?” I wiped dribbles of the mixture off
of my chin.

“If you drink that too fast, you will regret
it.”

“I can do whatever I want,” I huffed at her,
and to prove it I finished off what was left in the glass. The ice
clinked together when I lowered the glass away from my lips and set
it on the table.

She shook her head and got up from her spot
in the recliner. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom,”

While she was out of the room, I held my
glass out to Zander, who raised an eyebrow. “Fill ‘er up,” I
demanded.

“Don’t you think that you should at least
wait until you are feeling the effects of the first one?” he asked,
but was already pouring the amber liquid into the glass.

I was feeling the effects of the first one
already and it felt damn good. Not that it suddenly felt like
everything was all right, but I did feel the tension I’d been
holding hostage in my shoulders release and I finally felt like I
could relax.

“Here you go.” Zander finished the drink and
handed it over to me.

“Awesome.” I took a testing swig of the new
drink, which was just as bad as the last one, and then settled back
against the couch with my controller. Christina returned from her
trip to the bathroom right then, and I wasn’t so far gone that I
didn’t see her give Zander a reprimanding glance. He also saw it
and shrugged her off.

“Let’s kick some zombie ass!” Zander
declared, grabbing up his own controller.

We proceeded to kill more zombies for the
next hour or so while I chugged down mixed drinks. Quickly, I went
from feeling nice and relaxed to feeling energetic and excited.

“We should go do something.” I tossed my
controller aside. “Let’s go to that club where we found Zander.” My
comment was directed at Christina.

“No.”

“What? Why not?”

“Well, for one, you have school in the
morning. For two, it isn’t safe to go out when you’ve been drinking
like this.”

“Since when are you Miss Oh So Responsible?
Huh? I thought you were supposed to be fun.”

Christina sighed. “No one ever said I was
fun, Chloe.”

Zander popped into the conversation,
probably to save Christina. “Besides, I have to go hunting tonight
so I don’t have time to go out anyway.”

Just then, the door flew open and Drew
strode over the threshold.

Surprised, I felt the glass I held in my
hand slide from my fingers, sloshing the liquid onto my jeans. The
glass continued its path down and landed softly on the carpet.

Drew took one look at the whiskey bottle on
the table. Suddenly, his icy green eyes flashed over me. “What the
hell are you doing?” he demanded.

Zander jumped up, flinging his controller
aside. “Has knocking ever even occurred to you?”

I stood and felt my body sway, along with my
vision, but I shoved it aside, wanting to let loose some of my
anger on Drew. “Better yet, did it occur to you that I am here
because I was getting away from you and I don’t want to see you?
So, you should leave.” I waved my hand at the door in a dismissive
manner. I knew my voice was slurring and I probably looked totally
trashed, but I didn’t care.

Drew narrowed his eyes. “The hell I am. I’m
not going anywhere without you.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Seriously,
Drew, just go. I’m not leaving with you.”

I heard the sharp intake of his breath as
his eyes flicked from me to Christina to Zander. “What, are you
going to stay here and drink all night? Yeah, that will fix all
your problems.”

“No, but it will get me away from my
controlling jerk boyfriend,” I countered.

“Just leave her alone, man,” Zander spoke up
and Drew’s head snapped toward him.

“Shut up and stay out of this. Don’t you
think you’ve done enough?”

Zander took a couple steps forward,
minimizing the gap between them. “She is my sister.”

“Really … tough guy, you barely know her and
now you’re putting on a big brother act.”

Christina stood up and stepped between the
two guys because they looked like they were getting ready to rip
each other apart. “That’s enough,” she ordered.

Zander yanked away from Christina. “Screw
that, he comes in here and starts ordering people around like we
are his little minions.” Then he shoved Drew’s shoulder. “Get out
now or I’m gonna kick your ass out!”

“Oh hell no!” Drew shoved him back and
lunged forward. Christina wedged herself between the two of them
even further. “Stop it!”

I’d had it with the both of them. “Neither
of you get to tell me what I can and can’t do,” I slurred. “If I
want to drink that is my decision.” To prove my point, I reached
out and grabbed the bottle of whiskey off the coffee table. Putting
it to my lips, I tipped it back and let the strong liquid slide
down my throat. I drank all of what was left in the bottle, which
happened to be a good inch, at least. My eyes began to tear and my
stomach churned when the whiskey hit it.

“Chloe, stop!” Drew, Zander, and Christina
shouted in unison. Drew abandoned the shuffle with Zander and
rushed toward me.

I slammed the empty bottle back down on the
table. Through my fuzzy vision I watched the bottle tip from one
side to the other until it lost its fight with gravity and fell
over, landing on the coffee table with an unimpressive clank. I
swallowed back the vomit that rose in my throat and took a deep
breath to help settle my stomach.

The three of them stood there staring at me
with their mouths hanging open, none of them able to say a word
after watching me put down all that booze. Honestly, they were
probably just waiting for me to fall down so that it would be
easier on them and they could just carry me out of there.

“How did you know I was here anyway?” My
voice sounded like I was in some kind of tunnel or something.

Drew shrugged. “You don’t really know that
many people, Chloe. You’re not that hard to find.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Christina
move toward the kitchen and it dawned on me.

“You!” I pointed at her. “You called
him.”

She reached up and flipped her hair like it
was no big deal. “So?”

I don’t know if it was the alcohol or my
fire, but hot anger bubbled through me and I felt my body heat up.
Without my summoning it, the fire shot out of my hands.

All three of them jumped back in alarm.

“Oh shit!” Zander cried out. “What the hell
was that?”

“Damn it, Chloe!” Christina screamed,
rushing out of the room.

I looked down to see what she could be so
angry about, and saw that I had set the carpet on fire. The two
patches of flames were spreading fast across the floor.

Christina returned with a fire extinguisher.
She yanked the pin out and sprayed white foam over the product of
my anger until they were completely gone. Now only foam-covered,
charred carpet remained.

Zander sighed and shook his head. “Why is it
that whenever the two of you are around something in my apartment
gets damaged? And please explain to me exactly why my little sister
is shooting flames out of her hands.”

“Later.” Christina touched his arm
softly.

I had remained in the same place and stayed
silent since the moment the unwanted fire released, but my anger
hadn’t subsided. Not knowing what else to do, I spun around and ran
out the door.

The frigid fresh air felt amazing on my
skin. I ran as fast as I could, trying to outrun the pain and
anger. I felt hot tears begin to slip down my icy cold cheeks as I
weaved across sidewalks, looking like the drunk I was. I fell twice
for no apparent reason except that the whiskey unbalanced me. I
turned corners on random streets, hoping to lose Drew, who I knew
was bound to be following me.

I had no idea how long I’d been running when
I felt the warning tingle on the back of my neck. I slowed to a
walk; my chest burned from running so much and my body was covered
in a thin sheen of sweat. I opened my super hearing and listened
for the soft footsteps of the lurking vampire.

I was still drunk. No amount of running was
going to work of the quantity of booze I’d put down.

Crap, crap, crap.

This was so not the time to be fighting a
vampire. Even through my blurred vision and fuzzy thoughts I knew
my movements would be slow. I had put myself in a dangerous
position because of my own stupidity. Running away only occurred to
me as a flash of thought. That just wasn’t how I worked anymore. I
was a Hunter.

Damn it, no, I was a hypocrite. Here I was
thinking about how I never ran from a fight, but I run away from my
problems all the time.

The footsteps were softer than most humans
could ever achieve. I was sure he could smell me. I probably stank
to high heaven with all the sweat and pumping blood. I took a deep
breath, trying to steady my heart, and prepared to face off.

He rounded the corner casually as if he were
out for a Sunday stroll. He didn’t look much older than me, with
his jeans and dark blue button up shirt. His blond hair was spiked
up a bit on top and his eyes were glowing with hunger.

“Well, well …” He clucked his tongue and
leaned against the brick wall with one hand. “If it isn’t a
helpless little dove.”

I remained frozen, unwilling to run. You
are the Hunter, I told myself, he is the hunted.

The blond vampire tilted his head. “Would
you like me to help you fly away, little dove?”

I lifted my palm and formed an orb of flames
within it. “Not a chance,” I spat back at him.

He merely smiled, seemingly happy with the
challenge. “How interesting, one of the legendary Hunters who bear
special powers.” He swooped into a mock bow. “It will be an honor
to kill you. Even sweeter to drink from you,” he added.

“You won’t get that close to me.” I pulled
back to toss the fireball at him, but he was quicker. He was behind
me in a second, holding my wrist in one hand and his other arm
wrapped around my body, holding me captive. “Is that so?” he
countered, bringing his lips so close to my ear that I could feel
his breath on my neck.

I’d had enough messing around with this guy.
Instead of responding and playing his game, I closed my eyes and
summoned the fire within me. I felt the familiar warmth and focused
on what I wanted it to do.

Screams erupted from the vampire as my
entire body burst into flames. He pulled away from me and took off
running, leaving a trail of smoke from his burning clothes.
Realizing he was on fire, he threw himself to the ground in true
stop, drop, and roll fashion.

While he was rolling around on the cement,
trying to extinguish his burning clothes, I called back my fire
until only one swirling sphere was left in my hand. Then I
fearlessly strode over to tower above him.

When his eyes met mine, I saw that the blood
lust was gone and his eyes were no longer red, but a deep cobalt
blue, almost the same color as his shirt. “Please,” he begged,
“don’t do it.”

I shook my head, unwilling to hear his
pleas. Without a second thought, I threw the fire at him and let it
keep flowing free, like water from a hose.

He screamed shamelessly while his so-called
immortal body sizzled from the outside in. Large clouds of foul
smelling smoke billowed up into the air as he burned, decaying away
into a pile of ash.

When there were no flames left, I fell to my
knees, exhausted. I leaned forward, bracing my hands on the cold
cement, and with one great churn, my stomach let loose the majority
of the alcohol that I’d drank earlier. The heaving continued long
after there was nothing left to barf up.

It was all a mistake. How did I even get
myself into a position like this in the first place? I pounded my
fists into the cement, bruising my knuckles and replacing the
humiliation I felt with pain. Tears fell freely down my cheeks,
dropping down onto the ground.

“Chloe?” Drew’s voice floated across the
breeze, accompanied by the soft footsteps of his boots.

“Go away,” I muttered, hanging my head.
There were just some ways a girl did not want to be seen, and
sitting in front of a pile of vampire ash and puke while bawling
was definitely at the top of that list.

Despite the fact that I told him to leave,
he knelt down beside me and set his hand gently on my back. “I’m
not going anywhere.”

I didn’t move. As if this wasn’t humiliating
enough already. Sheesh. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me
because I threw a fit.”

“I don’t feel sorry for you. Now you know
why we don’t drink.”

I finally turned my head to look up and meet
his intense green eyes. “I killed him.”

“You got lucky, and you have your fire on
your side.”

“Thanks for your support.” I pulled myself
into a standing position. Drew reached out and I felt his fingers
find mine. I yanked my hand out of his grasp. “Leave me alone.” I
turned away and headed toward the cross walk. I actually had no
idea where I was and even less of a clue which way I should go.

“Just come with me and I’ll take you home.”
Drew’s voice sounded exasperated. He was probably tired of
babysitting some little girl who threw a fit every time she didn’t
get her way.

I stopped and spun. “Fine! Lead the way!” I
flung my arm and attempted a mock bow, thinking it looked like a
grand flourish. I didn’t want to look at him, but I caught his eyes
on accident and wished I hadn’t. His eyes weren’t glimmering like
usual, and they weren’t cold, like when he was mad at me. They were
flat and defeated. I did that to him.

“I’m sorry,” I told him as we walked. “I
shouldn’t have gone to Zander’s.” I stumbled over the curb.

Drew reached out to steady me. “You still
have a lot of alcohol in your system. We can talk about it
tomorrow.”

~~~***~~~

My head was throbbing so badly it woke me
up.

“Oh my God,” I mumbled, covering my eyes
with my hands to block out the light streaming through the
curtains. I rolled over and peeked through my fingers at the clock.
“Ugh!” I was late for school. The numbers read 9:42 am.
“Wonderful.”

I spotted a giant glass of water and a
couple of pills beside my clock. Sitting up felt like someone had
filled my body with lead, but I did it anyway. I took the pills and
downed the water, which I immediately regretted. The moment the
fluid hit my stomach it was rejected.

I flung back the covers and flew to the
bathroom, barely making it to the toilet.

Afterward, I sat on the freezing cold tile
beside the toilet and leaned against the bathtub. For the first
time since waking up I realized that I was only in my bra and
panties. So someone had taken my clothes off, but didn’t want to
mess with me enough to put anything else on me.

I sighed, pressing my face against the cool
porcelain of the tub. What the heck was wrong with me? One minute I
felt fine about everything and the next I was throwing a fit like a
two year old.

I ruined everything.

After a few moments of waiting to puke
again, I stripped off my undergarments and braced myself on the tub
so that I could stand. Turning the water to a super-hot setting, I
pulled the knob to start the shower. Oh, how I hoped the hot water
and steam would clear away the cobwebs … and the headache.

No such luck. I felt better because I was
clean, but the fatigue, nausea, and headache still plagued me. Why
in the world would anyone drink if this is how they felt the
next day?

With my towel wrapped around me and my hair
still soaking wet, I crept back to my bed and fell into it,
throwing the comforter over my entire body, even my head.

Three hours later I woke up still feeling
like I’d been hit by a truck. As much as I wanted to stay in bed, I
knew that I had to get up. I’d already missed school, but everyone
was going to worry if I didn’t start moving around.

“Never again,” I grumbled, throwing my
blankets aside and sitting up. “Never. Again.”

I dressed in sweatpants and my biggest,
comfiest sweatshirt and headed down the stairs. The house was
quiet, too quiet. Where the heck was everyone? It was a rare
occurrence that everyone who lived in this house happened to be
gone at the same time.

I checked the kitchen; it was empty and
immaculate. The living room was the same. After checking the entire
house, I circled back to the kitchen and found some more aspirin in
one of the cupboards, filled a glass of water, and took three of
them with the hope that they would stay down. Then, I put on my
sunglasses and my jacket and headed out the door.

My mother was buried in the cemetery of the
Hunters. She had a modest headstone marking her presence. In my
opinion, it wasn’t nearly enough for what my mother had contributed
to life, but she was a modest person so I suppose it was
appropriate.

Snow and ice still covered most of the
plots, freezing them into one solid blanket of snow with only the
headstones marking their existence.

I stood in front of her grave in silence for
a long time before speaking.

“Hi Mom. I never know what to say when I’m
here. I just wanted to be with you for a while.” I looked around as
if I expected a giant recliner to pop out of thin air. “I don’t
feel right lately, all of my feelings are all over the place and
I’m constantly fighting with Drew. I know that it’s me, I know that
if I were a less emotional person, we wouldn’t fight so much. Since
you left, Drew and Luke are the only constants I have in my life.
Whenever we have a fight or a disagreement I feel like he is
slipping away and I might lose him forever. You were killed by
vampires, he is a Hunter, and it could happen to him, too.”

I hung my head. “I love him, and I’m afraid
to love too hard because if you care too much then a piece of
yourself is gone when you lose them.” I felt hot tears burning
against the cold skin on my cheeks. “I only have so many pieces of
myself left to give.”

Sniffling, I wiped my wet cheeks with my
sleeve. “There are so many girl things I need to talk with you
about. I just don’t know what to do, or who else to talk to. It
seems like every time I let my emotions out, that everything goes
to crap. It’s making me afraid to let anyone know how I really
feel.

“I love Drew. I chose him, and I know that
he loves me back. Why, I couldn’t tell ya, but I can’t deny that I
have a connection with Gavin either. So, it’s completely
understandable why Drew gets upset about it, plus their history. I
… I just don’t know what to do about it, we need as many people as
we can get for taking the Talon Building.”

I drew in a deep breath, knowing I was
rambling. “I just wish you were here to help me.”

After that, I just sat there for a long
time, letting tears fall and wishing life was how it used to be,
before she died.

I heard the snow crunching before he even
came through the cemetery gates. Even though he bore the soft steps
of a Hunter, I would know the sound of those boots on any type of
terrain.

He said nothing when he stepped up beside
me.

“Hey,” I offered, tucking some hair behind
my ear, but unable to look him in the eye just yet.

“It’s cold out here. You should come home
before you get sick.” Always so worried about me. He’d been like
that since the day he picked me up and carried me into this new
life.

I stood. “Okay.” I turned away from him and
began walking toward the exit. In two strides he was beside me,
reaching for my hand to stop me.

“You’re freezing,” he claimed, pulling my
hand into both of his. I looked up into his eyes and saw the same
defeat I’d seen the night before.

“Chloe—” he started, but I cut him off.

“It’s all right, Drew.”

He shook his head. “It’s not all right,
really, it’s not.” He reached for my other hand and I let him have
it.

This was it, he was breaking up with me.

“Drew, please.”

“Let me talk this time.” Steam puffed out
from between his lips when he spoke. “I know you feel like this is
your fault, but it’s mine. I have trust issues, yeah … I can’t help
it and it’s probably always going to be that way.”

“Drew.”

“Shh, I’m not done.” He brought my hands up
in between his and blew warmth into them. “I am telling you right
now that those issues will never go away, but we have to make a
pact, here and now, both of us, that we are going to stop letting
our insecurities get the best of us.”

Oh, thank God! He didn’t want to break
up.

Then I felt the damn tears start up again.
“Drew, I just … I can’t handle you always being so controlling and
jealous. This has to stop. Gavin is just my friend and I would like
to continue being friends with him. I can tolerate being around
Christina and now we even have some kind of strange friendship. You
would think you could do the same.”

He lowered his head so that he was staring
at the ground. “I’ll try. How about this, I won’t complain about
him being on the mission, I won’t complain about you guys being
friends, but I don’t get any flak from you about snide comments
directed at him or about him.”

Well, I had to take what I could get, Rome
wasn’t built in a day. I sighed. “I guess that is enough for now.
But you have to promise that there won’t be any complaining about
the mission, or me talking or visiting with him.”

He crinkled his brow. “Visiting?”

I nodded. “Yes, visiting. You have to trust
me and you act like you don’t. So, I will see Gavin whenever I feel
like it.”

“Chloe, I’m so sorry. I never meant to come
off like a jealous asshole. I trust you, I do. I just don’t know
how to be in a relationship. Besides Luke, everyone who has ever
supposed to have loved me has slipped from my grasp. I just … I
can’t lose you.”

I tilted my head. “I love you, but acting
crazy like that is what will push me away. Just trust me and know
that I’m a big girl now. I should be the only one who decides who
my friends are and who they aren’t.”

“I promise.” He pulled me in close. “I
promise to try harder and to trust you more.”

I looked up into his eyes. “So … we’re all
right then?”

“When have you ever known me to run away
from a challenge?”

I sniffled and laughed. “Yeah, that’s my
job.”

His arms tightened around me and I felt
whole again.

“And about that other stuff.” His voice was
a whisper in my ear. “Don’t you ever, for even one minute, think
that I don’t want you like that. You don’t have a clue how hard it
is to wait.”

I opened my mouth to tell him that maybe we
didn’t have to wait.

“But, we will wait. I’m going to do
this right with you.”

I shut my mouth, not wanting to ruin our
make-up talk.

The walk home was slow because neither of us
wanted to be very far away from the other.

~~~***~~~

Back at home, everyone had returned from
where they had gone and the making of dinner was in progress.

We hung up our coats and wandered into the
kitchen to find Luke chopping what looked like chicken. Alice had
on her cute little kitchen apron with the polka dots and was
prepping something for dessert while Oscar sat at the table ripping
husks off of corn cobs.

Luke looked up from his project when we
entered and pointed his knife at me. “Set the table.”

Oh crap, he was pissed.

He slammed the knife down onto the meat.
“The hard part here is that I can’t ground you because you don’t do
anything besides go to school and train.” He rolled his eyes up
toward the ceiling. “I can’t with good conscience tell you to stay
away from your brother because he is your family and that would be
morally wrong.” He raised the knife. “But, don’t for one minute
think that I won’t forbid it if he keeps allowing you to drink. You
are still a child.” Slam, the knife hit the cutting board
again. “No matter how grown up you are.”

I cringed and held back tears. I’d never
seen my grandfather so angry. “I’m sorry, Luke.” I let go of Drew’s
hand and reached for a stack of plates.

“Chloe, you have no idea how dangerous you
can be to yourself and other people. Drinking is the last thing
that you should be doing. Do not ever pull a stunt like this
again.”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated in a whisper, trying
desperately not to burst into tears in front of everyone in the
kitchen.

Alice and Oscar both had their heads down,
concentrating on their tasks as if not looking at the scene playing
out before them would make it go away.

“And you!” Luke wielded his chopping knife
at Drew.

“Me?” Drew pointed at his chest in
surprise.

“Yes, you. We are asking Gavin if he
wants to take part in this. I thought it might be a good idea to
have Chloe convince you, but that idea apparently wasn’t one of my
better ones. I understand your issues, but the mission comes
first.”

“Yes sir,” Drew responded softly. “Whatever
you think is best.”

“I do think it is best. If Gavin
wants to help then he could be a valuable asset, we can’t overlook
that.”

“I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”

Luke shook his head. “Best we all speak with
him.”

I finished laying out the plates and
utensils just as Alice was finishing the dessert. It looked like
some kind of crumble and smelled delicious. I caught her eye and
she shrugged. No one wanted to say anything after Luke’s
uncharacteristic explosion, so we finished making dinner in silence
and ate that way, too.

Wonderful, another reason to be
depressed.

~~~***~~~

“Thanks for coming by, Gavin.” Luke shut the
door after Gavin had stepped inside. “Please come sit with us in
the kitchen.”

“It’s my pleasure, Luke.” Gavin turned
toward me as he made his last remark.

I rolled my eyes and looked away. Why did he
have to be so hot? With his dark hair and green eyes that mirrored
Drew’s he could probably talk his way into anything. Not to mention
that he was just a genuinely good guy. Those factors created a
hotness that made him entirely too hard to ignore.

Drew squeezed my hand. I don’t know if he
was reassuring me or himself, but it was nice to feel the physical
contact.

We wandered into the kitchen behind Luke and
Gavin. Alice, Oscar, and Nicholas were already in there, sitting at
the table with steaming mugs of coffee. We didn’t invite Christina
because she would probably be more of a distraction during a
conversation like the one we were about to have. Luke gestured to
one of the chairs. “Please, have a seat.”

Alice, ever the hostess, jumped up. “Would
you like some coffee or juice, or something?”

Drew made a strange noise that sounded like
he had something in his throat and was trying to clear it out. “For
God’s sake, people, he’s not the president of the United States,
quit waiting on him.”

Luke gave Drew the evil eye. “Ignore him,
Gavin, you are our guest and will be treated as such.”

Gavin pulled out a chair and nodded at Luke
and then Alice. “No problem. Thank you for being so kind, but I’ll
pass on the drinks.” He sat down. “Well, let’s toss the formalities
and you can just let me know what’s going on. I know you all didn’t
call me here to have coffee and talk about our fond memories of the
past.”

Alice sat back down and I pulled out a chair
across from him. We had all decided that since Gavin was apparently
so sweet on me, it would be better if I was the one who asked him.
“Hey Gavin.” I sat down and scooted my chair in. Immediately, I
felt Drew take the chair beside mine. Most likely so he could shoot
warning looks across the table at Gavin.

“Hi Chloe, it’s good to see you.”

I smiled, but decided to get straight to the
point. “Gavin, before I go on, we need you to swear that what we
say in this room will remain a secret, no matter what the
outcome.”

That really got his attention. He raised his
eyebrows and curiosity twinkled in his green eyes. He leaned
forward, resting his chin on his fist. “That right there tells me
that you all are up to something that the board wouldn’t be happy
about.”

“Do you agree or not?”

He leaned back and smacked the table with
the palm of his hand. “Yes, I agree. This sounds too good to pass
up.”

Relieved, I let out a breath. Gavin was
usually a follow the rules kind of guy, but I knew he was also a
man of his word. He would keep our secret.

“We want you to join us in our plans to take
down the Talon Building.” I waited for his reaction.

“Why do you want to do that?”

Drew rolled his eyes. “Because it’s a
building full of vampires and we are vampire hunters.”

Oh, for crying out loud. “Knock it off,
Drew.” I slapped his leg under the table and turned my attention
back to Gavin. “Because a war with the vampires is coming, we know
that it’s coming, but we can’t risk the community by sitting around
waiting for them to attack us. We have to strike first.”

“You mean, you want to start the
war?”

I nodded. “We have to.”

Gavin smirked, “Well, how could I possibly
say no.”

Drew leaned toward him and lowered his
voice. “It’s easy, just say no and go home.”

I think everyone in the room sighed with
exasperation. Drew and Gavin would be at war forever. The only time
I’d ever seen them get along was during my rescue. When it came to
hunting or fighting the enemy, they were synched and worked
together like a well-oiled machine. Otherwise, the deep rooted
animosity Drew held for Gavin was never going to go away.

Gavin finally met Drew’s eye. “Sorry, bro,
everyone else wants me to help. I’m in.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Then let it go, man. I didn’t ruin your
life, I didn’t ask to be born. So get over it.”

Oh crap.

The look on Drew’s face pretty much bypassed
‘If looks could kill’ and went right on to ‘Someone is going to be
murdered’. I tried to squeeze his hand to calm him, but he stood up
before I could grasp it.

“Drew, calm down.” Oscar rose from his spot
at the table and circled around us until he was beside Drew. “Look
at me.”

Drew turned his head toward Oscar, meeting
his eyes.

“Now, calm down.”

“I don’t feel calm.”

Oscar nodded as if he understood. “You will.
Take a deep breath, sit down, and let’s discuss the mission.”

Without another word, Drew dropped down into
his chair. As Oscar’s hold on him released, Drew snapped out of the
fog of compulsion. His eyes moved from person to person in the room
and finally settled on Oscar. “Dude, don’t use your siren crap on
me.”

“It was for the best,” Oscar told him,
sinking back down into his chair.

“You suck.”

 

“So do you.”

Luke cleared his throat, obviously relieved
that Oscar had intervened and intercepted what could have been a
really bad fight. “Let’s get back to business.”

I leaned forward on the table and rested on
my elbows. “We have blueprints for the Talon Building. We have
everyone in this room, plus Christina and my brother, and we are
thinking we will move in about three days.”

Surprised, his eyebrows shot up. “Wait, back
up a minute. When did you get a brother? I thought you were an only
child.”

Great, I’d forgotten that Gavin didn’t know
about Zander. “It’s a long story, but basically he is my brother on
Trevor’s side. We ran across him when we were trying to find the
rouge vampire killer. He was out killing vampires and saving
innocent people, which in turn was bringing more attention to the
Hunters. When we found him we discovered that he was Trevor’s son,
my older brother.”

Incredulous, Gavin shook his head. “And you
actually trust this guy?”

Saw that coming. “Not entirely. I trust that
he isn’t in cahoots with the vampires, though. We know he is all
about getting rid of them, so that is enough for me to trust him to
go on this mission with us.”

“Crazy.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

Gavin nodded. “What is the plan for actually
killing the vampires? There are a lot of vampires in the Talon
Building.”

I chewed my lip for a moment, wondering how
he was going to feel about the plan. “We are going to blow it
up.”

Gavin’s eyes widened. “Civilians? Innocent
people?”

“The attack will take place around three
a.m.; most likely there won’t be anyone out on the streets. Most of
the structures in the vicinity are small restaurants and shops.
Behind the building is an old warehouse that hasn’t been used for
years. It’s empty and takes up most of the block behind it. The
office buildings across the street have security, but Oscar is
going to go in and tell the security officers that they get the day
off and to go home.”

“I don’t know about blowing it up.” Gavin’s
eyes narrowed in concern. “The blast might be a lot bigger than you
expect it to be. This is risky for the innocent bystanders.”

I shook my head. “We are going to try and
clear the area first.”

“I don’t know.”

Drew sighed dramatically from beside me.
“Well, boy genius, what do you propose we do?”

Gavin accepted the challenge. “Maybe we
should just burn it down.”

Again, I shook my head. “That won’t work. We
want the vampires to die. If we light the place on fire they will
just run or put it out.”

“If we can get inside, we could ignite
several different places, not just one, and we can fight those who
are left.”

“It might work.” Nicholas nodded. “They will
be running scared and seeing us would surprise them.”

“Yeah, they will be more concerned with
surviving the fire than they are with looking for Hunters,” Alice
quipped. “And with more than one of us able to create fire, we have
an advantage.”

Gavin tilted his head and looked to me in
confusion.

“Show him,” I told her softly.

There were three pumpkin spice jar candles
sitting in the center of the table. Alice flicked her wrist and
pointed at the candles. Immediately all three of them ignited,
their tiny flames flickering up as they reached for air to fuel
them.

“Nice!” Gavin exclaimed, surprised that
Alice wasn’t just a normal girl. “What other kind of tricks do you
have?”

Her eyes twinkled at the challenge.
“Chloe?”

“All right, but you know we aren’t supposed
to do this in the house.”

I looked to my grandfather and he nodded,
giving us the go ahead. “Just this one time.”

Alice raised her hands, pulling up her
shield. The air shimmered with magical energy all around her and
the shielded area rippled just enough to prove its existence.

Quickly, I pulled up a fireball and tossed
it at her. Everyone around the table watched with awe as the flames
absorbed into the shield and disappeared without harming a hair on
her head. Gavin and Nicholas were the most impressed, since they’d
never had previous demonstration of Alice’s powers.

“Sweet!” Gavin blurted out.

“That’s amazing,” Nicholas marveled.

Alice smiled and put away her shield. “Thank
you. It takes lots of practice, but I figured it out.”

Drew tapped his foot impatiently. “Let’s
just get this over with. So are we bombing or burning? I’m good
either way. If we burn, we have to be prepared to fight. With
either choice, we will be on a time limit because the fire
department and police are sure to come as soon as any fire alarms
are tripped.”

Luke leaned against the counter, swirling a
spoon in a mug full of herbal tea. “Even burning is going to cause
explosions. There are things inside the building that are extremely
flammable, they probably even have a weapons room in there
somewhere.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Guns, ammo, probably even
their own explosives.”

“I guess we should vote on it.” Luke set his
mug on the counter. “Either way, innocent humans will be at risk.
We will do everything we can to keep them safe, though. All right,
who is for burning?”

Gavin, Oscar, and Nicholas raised their
hands.

“Bombing?”

Alice, Drew, and myself raised our
hands.

“Looks like you’re the tie breaker, Luke.”
Nicholas patted Luke on the back.

Luke’s lips turned up in a crooked grin.
“Well then … I say that we do both. Smaller bombs, smaller
explosion. Fire on the higher floors can work its way down while we
blow the lower levels.”

Awesome. Sometimes my grandpa really
rocked.

“And since I’m the tie breaker, no one gets
to disagree,” he added.

After hashing out a bunch of details, we
decided to wrap it up. “I’ll walk you out,” I told Gavin as he slid
into his jacket.

I glanced at Drew and watched his eyes
narrow, but he said nothing and gave my hand a squeeze.

Gavin and I exited the kitchen together.
“I’ve missed you,” he whispered after we were safely out of
earshot.

I opened the front door and we stepped over
the threshold to stand on the stoop. “I missed you, too,” I told
him. “It feels strange not having you around the community.”

“I agree.” He reached out and took my hands
in his. “I don’t understand this sometimes.”

“You don’t understand what?”

“Us. I know that in reality we haven’t spent
that much time together, but something about you and me that just
connects … something that is there when we are together and when
we’re apart. It’s like you took that piece with you, leaving me a
little empty inside.”

He had just stated the exact feelings I had
for him. I couldn’t ever put a finger on what it was; we had only
had a few dates and a couple kisses. How did that form the feelings
I had for him and that he apparently had for me?

I didn’t vocalize this though. He didn’t
need anything to further the need to make good on his promise to
fight for me.

“Why are you saying this to me right now?” I
asked.

He smiled his cute little grin. “Because I
don’t know when we will get to be alone again. But,” he added, “we
do need to be alone sometime so we can talk this out.”

My heart lurched and butterflies fluttered
in my stomach. I pulled my hands from his to eliminate any
temptation. “Gavin, there is nothing to talk out. I’m with Drew … I
love him and he needs me just as much as I need him, so there isn’t
anything to talk out with us. We can be friends, good friends, but
nothing more.”

He shook his head and leaned down to kiss my
cheek. His lips were soft and cool, lingering on my cheek. I closed
my eyes and then pulled back, breaking contact even though I wanted
to turn my head and return the kiss.

He took a step back away from me and
whispered, “You know this isn’t how this ends, Chloe. In the very
end it will be you and me.”

With that, he hopped down the steps and
jumped into his Jeep, leaving me standing on the porch wondering if
I had actually just made things worse than they were before.

~~~***~~~

Later that night, I was left tossing and
turning in bed again. Alice was sleeping soundly, as was everyone
else in the house. I flipped back the covers, slid out of bed, and
moved as quietly as I could across the cold floor. As I was
reaching for the door knob, a noise startled me. I switched on my
super hearing and discovered it was the faint strum of a
guitar.

I crept out of my room, quietly following
the sound of the guitar down the stairs, where I discovered it was
coming from the garage. The melody was soft and deep, the kind that
usually accompanied really depressing music, which was a kind that
I rather favored. I was about to reach for the handle of the garage
door when I heard a voice along with the music.

“These walls that I’ve built, no one could
climb. They kept me protected, where love wouldn’t hurt me. They
kept me alone, my past left behind. But you … you broke them down
and set my heart on fire. You broke them down, you broke them
down.”

Oh my God, it was Drew.

“I’ll be a better man, I’ll fight for you
forever. Your love keeps me strong, your love … keeps me moving
on.” The strumming paused. “No …” I heard him mumble and another
pause. Within a few seconds he strummed and sang again. “I’ll be a
better man, forever is how long I’ll fight for you. Your love keeps
me strong, your love … it’s what keeps me moving on.” He paused and
muttered, “Much better.”

He was writing a song … and it sounded like
it was about me. Oh my God, how much more romantic could you get? I
wanted to see him. To watch him playing, but I didn’t want to let
him know I was there. My hand was pressed against the door and I
felt tears running down my cheeks. Desperately I wanted to burst
the door open and run to him.

After a few minutes more, I heard him set
the guitar down and the latches of his guitar case click. Time to
go. I hurried back up the stairs to my room as quietly as I
possibly could, not taking a breath until I was in my room and had
the door shut behind me.

Wow. I knew that Drew cared about me, he
even said he loved me, but to hear him put it into song was another
story. Sometimes, I thought that Drew still kept treating me like a
little sister instead of a girlfriend; that maybe his feelings for
protecting me were mistaken for love. However, the moment I heard
him sing, I knew that he was the way he was because of the wall he
had mentioned. He had a hard time caring because it only got him
hurt in the long run. If I was the only one who could break down
his walls and get inside, that really meant something.

I let out a huge, love struck sigh and lay
down underneath my covers once more. Unfortunately, sleep did not
come any easier than it did before.

~~~***~~~

The blueprints were spread across the table
with Luke, Drew, Gavin, and Nicholas all hovering over them.

“It looks like we can come in through this
entrance.” Luke pointed his pencil at a spot on the papers. “It’s
basically their basement, so we go in through the basement and up
through this door.” He moved his pencil and made a tiny circle to
mark the entrance he was describing.

Alice, Oscar, Christina, and I stood at the
counter filling clips with ammo while we watched them hammer out
the details.

“Did Zander call you yet?” Christina
asked.

“No, and I don’t want to talk about it right
now. I want that night to be over.”

She set a full clip off to the side and
picked up an empty one. “Jeez, I didn’t mean to hit a nerve. He
just feels bad.”

I slammed my full clip into my gun.
“Christina, since when do you give a crap who feels bad about
anything? Secondly, if you do care, I’m still pissed at you for
calling Drew.”

“I don’t care about any of that. I
just wanted you to know because he is your brother.”

“Right.”

She shut up. We both knew we could bicker
all night long and not get anywhere. After thinking about the whole
situation later, I found it ironic that maybe I actually liked the
Christina who didn’t give a crap better than the one who did.

“The explosives will have to go here, here,
and here, and then follow this route,” Luke drew a line with his
pencil, “to the next floor down.”

Drew, Gavin, and Nicholas nodded their
heads. “Sounds like a good plan to me.” Gavin patted Luke on the
back. “Drew, we need to work on those explosives and make sure
everything is ready.”

Drew stood up straight and stretched his
back. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

I had to admit, he was at least making the
effort, which really made me feel better.

“I’m coming with you guys.” Oscar set his
clips aside and caught my eyes as he lifted his head. From the
look, I knew that he was only going with them so he could mediate
any problems. Great, now Oscar was a babysitter. That must be
pretty disappointing for a man who used to be a history
teacher.

I gave him a nod to show that I understood
what he was doing. Christina tossed a section of her hair over her
shoulder. “Bye boys.”

Drew came over and bent down to give me
quick kiss. “I’ll be back soon,” he whispered.

I reached up and gripped the front of his
T-shirt. “You better be nice.”

“An angel.” He winked and I released him,
not believing for a second that when it came to Gavin he was
capable of being anything close to an angel.

“You ready?” Gavin asked, running his eyes
over me from head to toe behind Drew’s back. His way of telling me
that he was sticking to his promise.

I tried to ignore it, giving Drew a push.
“Get out of here and go build me some bombs. I’ll see you
later.”

“Something every man dreams of hearing from
a girl.” Drew covered his heart with his hand as if he was
sincerely touched by my comment, and headed for the kitchen door.
“Come on.” He waved over his shoulder for Gavin and Oscar to follow
him.

“You boys behave,” Luke called out to them
just before the front door slammed shut. When he heard Drew’s truck
start he shook his head. “Those two are going to be the ones who
give me a heart attack one day. I’m tellin’ ya, the tension is so
high that my blood pressure goes up just being in the same room
with them together.”

I hurried over and gave Luke a pat on the
shoulder. “They aren’t that bad! It’s more annoying and juvenile
than it is serious. I don’t think they would really hurt each
other.”

“I realize that, but the bickering is
endless. It makes me wonder if it’s worth it to have Gavin on this
mission.”

“We do need him,” I replied. “As much as it
would help the situation for him not to be around, we do need
him.”

Luke nodded and began rolling up the
blueprints. “Nicholas and I are going downtown to recon the area
again. I want you girls to go down to the ranges and practice for a
while. Tonight we will restock the ammo again.”

“All right, Grandpa.” I gave him a quick
kiss on the cheek.

Alice left her clips on the counter and
opened the fridge. “Do you want me to prep anything for
dinner?”

Luke shook his head. “I’ll take care of it
when I get back.” Luke liked to cook and you could tell he enjoyed
it by how good the meals tasted, but he and Alice were at war for
the kitchen. They seemed to have come down to some kind of
compromise where Alice is allowed to bake and Luke takes care of
the meals.

“All right, be sure to let me know if you
need me to do anything.” She shut the fridge and went back to the
counter with Christina.

“I will.” Luke rose with the blueprints
rolled up and stashed under his arm. “We’re heading out now. Call
me if you need me.”

Nicholas followed him out. “See you girls
later.”

Christina finished up with her last clip and
stacked the ammo boxes. “Okay, girls, let’s go practice.” She
holstered her gun and slipped some of the clips into her purse.

Grabbing my bow and quiver from the corner
of the kitchen where they were propped up, I slung them over my
shoulder. “I’m ready.”

We walked over to the range armed to the
hilt with guns, swords, my bow and quiver, and one very heavy
backpack full of ammo. “Christina, why didn’t you bring your car?”
I moaned under the weight of my backpack.

“Because I happen to like walking.” She
hefted her own pack by the shoulder straps.

I eyed her feet. “Even in those torture
devices?” She had on a pair of strappy wedge sandals that were
about three inches tall. “Aren’t your feet cold?”

“No,” She shook her head. “I’ve learned to
endure any type of weather for the sake of beauty and fashion.”

I rolled my eyes and left it at that, but I
knew damn well that you would never find me walking around in the
snow and freezing temperatures with a pair of high heeled sandals
on.

“Do you think we are going to pull this
off?” Alice asked after a few moments of silence.

Christina tilted her head and glanced over
at her out of the corner of her eye. “Pull what off, the Talon
Building?”

“Yes,” she nodded, “the Talon Building.
Numerical odds of us getting out of there without getting killed
are pretty much none.”

Christina shook her head. “Don’t
underestimate us. We are a force to be reckoned with.” She whipped
out one of her knives and tossed it up in the air. It spun end over
end, its blade glinting in the sunlight, and she caught it as if
she had been tossing a ball instead of a dangerous weapon.

I smiled. “Don’t worry, Alice, we have it in
the bag. Tomorrow night is our night.”

Alice didn’t seem quite as confident as
Christina and I. “Maybe we should tip off the guards at the gates
and the perimeters, just in case of retaliation.”

Christina scoffed, “Oh, they are
going to retaliate, that is something we can depend on. And our
guards are always ready for attack, that is why we have guards in
the first place.”

Wait, isn’t this what we were trying to
avoid, risking the community? “We can’t let them get in here. I
agree, we should at least let them know after the building goes
down.”

“All right,” Christina nodded, “we notify
them as soon as it’s done.”

“I might have a way that can help with
that,” Alice responded softly. “I need to research it a little bit
more, but I’m pretty sure there is something we can do to create
some kind of a magical barrier. It would keep them out.”

“Will it keep everyone out or just the
vampires?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” She crinkled her brow. “I’ll
have to research it a little bit more, but I’m sure there is a
way.”

I shrugged. “Well that’s what counts, I
guess. We just need to keep them out.”

“I’ll look into it as soon as we get
home.”

Christina pulled open the glass door leading
into the ranges. “Of course, killing them all would be the better
option.”

~~~***~~~

As soon as we got home, Alice went running
up to our room to look through her books and I went in search of
Drew to see if we could head over to Zander’s. I hadn’t seen him
since that night at his place. There was really no reason to see
him, he was a guy and I’m positive that he wouldn’t want to sit
around re-hashing the details of my drunken stupor, but we did have
to brief him on the details of the attack and that required a
visit.

After checking each room, I finally found
Drew in the garage doing something underneath the hood of Luke’s
car. “Hey.” I stepped down into the garage, pulling the door shut
behind me. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

Grease was smeared all over his jeans and
red T-shirt, there were even a few smudges on his cheek where he
must have rubbed at his face. His blond hair was hidden underneath
a bandanna, except for a few strands slipping out at his
temple.

He withdrew from underneath the hood,
holding a tiny wrench in his hand. “Yeah, I needed to replace the
alternator in Luke’s car. Damn thing has been giving him all the
signs of going out for a while and he never said anything to me
about it, until today.”

I shrugged. I didn’t really care about
fixing cars. “Well, you know how he is.”

Drew nodded and went back underneath the
hood. “Yeah, he’s stubborn! And his granddaughter is just like
him.”

“It’s a family trait to be proud of.”

“So, what’s going on?”

I moved over to the workbench and sat on the
stool in front of it. “I was coming to get you. We should probably
go see Zander and let him know how the plans are going and make
sure he knows what’s going on.”

I heard him let out a soft sigh before
answering. “Yeah, I guess we had better do that. I’m sure he also
wants to know why you set his living room on fire.”

I smiled, thinking back to the look of pure
shock that my brother had had on his face at that moment. Epic.
“I’m sure that Christina already explained that to him, or he would
probably be calling me to find out. And he hasn’t called.”

“All right, let me finish this up and then
we can go.”

I hopped down off the stool. “Sure. I’m
going to go take a shower then.” I paused before stepping out of
the garage. “You should probably think about doing that before we
go, too.”

“Ha ha, funny girl. I thought you ladies
liked a man all rugged and dirty.”

“Stop trying to woo me with your greasy
clothing and get to work so we can go.” I shut the door behind me
before he could make a comeback and went up to my room.

Inside our room, Alice still had her nose
buried in a rather large book with old, frail looking pages. Her
blonde hair was pulled up into a messy bun and there were two
pencils sticking out of the top of it. “Find anything?” I asked
after shutting the door behind me.

She shook her head without looking up at me.
“Not yet. Hopefully I’ll find something soon, though. I know that
we don’t want to tell anyone in the community about what we are
doing. And tipping them off at all is going to be risking our whole
mission. I’d rather just be able to protect the community by
keeping them out.”

“I know. I feel the same way.” I flopped
down onto my bed, causing the purple comforter to make a ‘poofing’
sound as my body sunk into it. “Well, keep looking.”

“I plan on it.”

“I’m going over to Zander’s in a bit so we
can let him know what is going on.”

“Uh huh.”

I shook my head at Alice’s absent minded
response and closed my eyes to relax for a minute before getting in
the shower. And then, of course my phone started ringing, ruining
the moment. My eyes flew open when I heard the ringtone.

It was the one that I’d given to Gavin.

I hadn’t heard that ringtone on my phone in
so long that I froze. The phone was still in my pocket, blaring
memories of how much I’d longed to hear it before. Before I’d gone
to live with Trevor, before Drew and I got together, back when
things were not so complicated with boys.

“Are you going to answer that?” Annoyed at
the intrusion, Alice looked up from her book and glared at me.

“No.”

She sighed. “Why not?”

“Because it’s Gavin. I don’t want to talk to
him.”

“What if it’s about the attack?”

“Then he can call someone else. He has all
their numbers, too.” The ringing finally ceased and we were left in
a heavy silence. Relieved, I let out a long breath I hadn’t
realized that I’d been holding. The relief didn’t last long,
though; not a minute afterward we heard a loud bleep sound from my
phone, signaling a text message.

“Really?” I shook my head and picked up my
phone to check the text message that I was sure had come from
Gavin.

It was.

‘Do you have time to talk?’ the message
flashed over my screen.

‘Not a good idea.’ I answered, after waiting
a minute to make it look like I had waited to answer.

‘Because of Drew?’

‘No, because whatever you want to talk about
can wait.’ I texted back.

‘I just want to talk.’

‘Another time. I will see you at the meeting
tomorrow before the attack.’

‘Tonight, come out to our spot.’

‘We don’t have a spot. Not gonna happen.’ I
was typing furiously at the keys on my phone. Why wouldn’t he just
take no for an answer?

‘We do have a spot and you know it. It’s
where I kissed you good-bye and told you I’d make you realize I’m
the one for you. I know you remember.’

Ugh! Yeah, he wasn’t giving up. ‘See you
tomorrow, Gavin.’

‘Fine. Tomorrow. Have a good night.’ He left
a little smiley face symbol at the end of his text. I waited a few
moments to be sure he was done texting before putting my phone down
and trying to relax.

“What was that all about?”

I looked up to find Alice staring at me with
curiosity twinkling in her eyes. “He wanted to meet with me … to
talk.”

Alice rolled her eyes. “Yeah, like you’re
actually going to do that after all you just went through with
Drew.”

“I know, I am so not going there.” It
was true. There was absolutely no way that I was going to risk
going through all that again. Even though I wanted to be friends, I
wasn’t going to push Drew. I was just happy knowing that he was
letting him help on the mission. I hopped up off the bed. “I’m
going to shower.”

Back at her books, Alice barely managed to
give me a nod as I disappeared through the bathroom door.

Later, I wandered downstairs and found Drew
in the kitchen, talking with Luke while he waited for me. Luke was
sitting at the table with a newspaper and a steaming mug of the
peppermint herbal tea that he had recently discovered.

Drew had showered and changed into fresh
jeans and a black T-shirt that was just snug enough that I could
see his muscles flex underneath it. He had also lost the bandanna
and opted for his normal winter hat.

“Hey,” I offered as I strode into the room,
trying to fasten my holster while I walked.

Luke narrowed his eyes. “You’re going to see
your brother?”

I nodded just as I finished buckling my
holster and gave it a pat. “That is the plan, anyway.” He only
continued to glare at me.

“What?” I spread my hands out innocently.
“I’ll be good, I promise.”

My grandfather’s eyes softened and he sipped
his tea. “We will see. I’m still very upset and I don’t trust him.
In fact, now I trust him even less than I did before.”

Drew pulled his keys from his pocket. “Don’t
worry, Luke. I’m not leaving her.”

“And you have demonstrated the utmost
maturity lately. I feel so much better now.” Luke rolled his eyes
to the ceiling as if asking the gods for help.

“Come on, Chloe.” Drew grabbed my hand and
practically dragged me out of the house.

~~~***~~~

Zander answered the door dressed in his
usual black jeans and leather jacket. “I’ll let you guys in, but if
you damage anything I’m making you pay for it. I’m tired of
replacing all the crap you guys destroy.”

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, slipping past him
into the apartment.

He stepped aside to let Drew in and pushed
the door shut behind him. “Don’t be sorry, just stop ruining my
stuff.” He led us over to the tiny little dining table that he had
set up on one side of the living room.

I slid out a chair and sat down. “We just
came to talk about the Talon Building, to make sure that you know
what the plan is and where to meet us.”

Drew sat down beside me and Zander took a
spot on the other side of the table. “Yeah, I’m ready. I know where
to be and what to bring. I’d rather talk about you not telling me
that you can shoot fire out of your fingertips.”

I knew that was coming. Even if Christina
had filled him in, I knew he would want to hear it from me. “I
found out I could when I was fifteen. It runs in the blood line of
the Hunters; some of us have it and some don’t. We figure I came
into them early because I’m half vampire, too.”

Zander slid his eyes toward Drew. “What can
you do?”

“I don’t have any elemental gifts,” Drew
responded curtly. It was one of his many sensitive spots, because
he didn’t have any gifts and Gavin did. It was like he felt as if
Gavin got everything out of the deal or something.

I reached over and set my hand on Drew’s
leg. “Like I said, only some get it. I’m sure you talked to
Christina about this, didn’t she explain it?”

“She told me that it wasn’t her place to
talk about it and that if I wanted to know that I needed to ask
you.” He tipped back in his chair so that it was on its two back
legs.

Okay, that was something I didn’t expect.
“Well, in any case, it’s hard to control sometimes. I’m getting
better, but it’s the hardest to manage when I’m angry… and because
I was drinking, I had even less control of my body.”

“Interesting. Why didn’t you just tell me
before?”

“There was no reason to say anything.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t lie, Chloe,
it’s because you don’t trust me enough, isn’t it?”

I stared him straight in the eyes. “No, I
don’t. You just came into my life and you claim to be my brother
from a vampire who tried to kill me. How am I supposed to trust
you? Trust is something that is earned over time … and honestly, I
don’t trust that many people to begin with.”

His chair hit the floor with a muffled,
thunk. “That’s understandable, I guess.”

Suddenly, I felt a pang of guilt and pity
for him. He had nothing. Like me, he’d lost his mother who was his
whole life and went searching for his father. Only his reasons for
trying to find his father were totally different than mine, and his
father died before he could find him. The difference between us was
that I had a support system of people behind me and he had no one.
On the outside he was this bad boy who did whatever he wanted, but
I knew there was something deeper there. He ran around at night
saving innocent people from vampires for crying out loud! People
who only cared about themselves didn’t do things like that.

“Zander. The trust will come in time, but
don’t ever think that I don’t care about you. I am still your
family and I’m around so we just need to keep getting to know each
other.”

He pushed away from the table and stood up.
“I don’t really care either way. I’ve been on my own this
long.”

I stood up, too, and Drew followed suit.
“Well, we should go then. Since you’re ready for tomorrow.”

Zander nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

Drew, who had remained surprisingly silent
the entire visit, held his fist up for a fist bump. I guess that
was the guy way of making up after the scuffle about me the other
night. “See you tomorrow.”

Zander tapped his own fist into Drew’s.
“Yup.”

We left the apartment and headed for home to
get a good night’s sleep before the excitement that the next night
would bring us. I thought about it on the way home and realized
that I should have been nervous, but I wasn’t. I was actually
anxious and excited about taking out that vampire-ridden building.
For every one of those monsters that left this earth it meant
multitudes of innocent people who would get to live.

~~~***~~~

The scent of city lay on the breeze. Cities
always carried that unique smell of exhaust and every different
kind of food you can imagine. I inhaled the air deeply; it was a
scent that I rather liked. The city had far less snow and ice than
the countryside of Arcadia Falls. Just a few patches and piles left
here and there.

Drew and I were hidden within the crevices
between the buildings surrounding the Talon Building, watching and
waiting for our moment. At three in the morning the dimly lit
streets were deserted, but security still remained in some of the
surrounding buildings.

My gun was at my side, in a new holster
which situated the new silencer that was attached to it. I held my
bow and one arrow at the ready while we staked out our target.
Reaching up, I adjusted the earpiece on my headset. We were
listening to Oscar persuade the security guards from all the
buildings. Christina was with him, since she was a better fighter
than he was and was better equipped to handle it if there were any
problems.

Drew and I were alone in our little hiding
spot. Zander and Alice were down the block a little ways, while
Luke, Nicholas, and Gavin were already making their way to the door
we intended to enter.

After what seemed like forever, we heard
Oscar’s voice through our earpieces. “Surrounding structures are
clear. En route.”

We all had headsets so that we could
communicate with each other if needed. I couldn’t stand the damn
thing. It interfered with my super hearing, big time. Zander was
having issues with his, too. We had to remove them every time we
wanted to use our enhanced hearing otherwise our eardrums could be
blown out.

“Red con one,” Luke’s voice whispered over
the headset.

“That’s the signal,” Drew hissed, sliding
his hood up over his head. “Let’s move.” He stood up, grabbing my
hand and bringing me with him. “You ready, babe?”

I scrunched up my nose. “Babe?”

He shrugged. “Just trying it out.”

Christina made a gagging noise over the
headset so I squeezed Drew’s hand. “I’m totally ready. Let’s
go.”

Cloaked by the darkness of night and the
shadows of the buildings, we hurried toward the others who were
waiting for us. As we approached, Nicholas was just putting away
the tools he had used to pick the lock. It was some sort of key
code lock in addition to the two bolt locks. I made a mental note
to have him teach me how to do that, and then briefly wondered if
they taught lock picking at school. It wasn’t just the lock; he had
been there since we arrived hacking the security system and
disabling it.

Luke waved us in with one hand and held his
gun in the other hand. Silently, we all filed into the depths of
the Talon Building’s basement. The basement was a maze of concrete
rooms filled with noisy machines. Nicholas led the way with Drew
and Gavin right behind him carrying backpacks full of explosives,
which were to be placed into designated spots within the building.
Luke was bringing up the rear since he had been the last through
the doorway.

Nicholas stopped at one of the closed doors
along the way and swung open the door. Oscar moved to the front of
the pack and hurried inside the room with Nicholas to cut the
elevators. The rest of the group stood outside the room and waited.
I peeked inside and saw all kinds of switches and levers. Oscar was
fiddling with some of them while Nicholas wired up one of the
bombs. It didn’t take long. Nicholas and Oscar came out of the room
and we resumed our single-file formation through the underbelly of
the Talon Building.

I was teamed with Zander and we were to go
to the top of the building along with Alice and Oscar. Each team
had to take a different side of the top floors while the others
stuck to the bottom of the building.

Quietly, we all ran up a flight of metal
stairs, which spilled us onto the main floor of the Talon Building.
Nicholas cautiously opened the door and silently slipped out,
clearing the room as they did. Nicholas to the right, Drew to the
left, Gavin to the center. I halted at the doorway until I saw all
three signal that to their knowledge the room was clear.

Gavin waved his gun at the security desk. No
one was sitting behind it. We had been prepared for the security to
be on the main floor, but they weren’t, which meant they were
probably on a break or a walk around within the building. I nodded,
as did everyone else, letting him know that we knew what he meant.
Luke and Nicholas were staying on the main floor and working with
the explosives there while Drew, Christina, and Gavin stayed
together and set the bombs on the other planned levels.

Drew grabbed me by the wrist as I passed by
him and gave me a quick kiss. “Be careful,” he whispered, his lips
so close to my ear they brushed against it.

I nodded, not wanting to speak, and squeezed
his hand. He released me and let me go with Zander. Before we took
off, I caught Gavin’s eyes and gave him a nod. He smiled and then
mouthed, “See you in a bit.” I smiled back, turning as Zander
touched my shoulder and waved me over to a door beside the bank of
elevators that I’d been in once before, when we brought Alice to
the will reading.

Opening the door we were faced with a narrow
stairway. Go figure that I would get the job that required me to
climb a zillion flights of stairs. I hadn’t thought about that
before. I should have thought about it, though, because it
was part of the plan that they would wait to trigger the bombs
until all the team members from the top floors were back on the
main floor. It was dark, but not pitch black, due to the low
fluorescent lighting framing the ceiling.

My heart was pumping pretty hard from
adrenaline already, but after fifteen flights of stairs I was
starting to wear down. Luckily I was in good shape, way better than
Zander, who was really breathing hard. “You should work out more,”
I whispered with a smile as we turned the corner to start up to the
sixteenth flight of stairs.

A few chuckles came through the earpiece
from those overhearing us.

“Shut up,” he whispered back, but he was
probably thinking that he really should. He was crouched over,
trying to catch his breath. He was the perfect example of why we
trained so much. Just because he wasn’t out of shape, didn’t mean
that he had the endurance for this sort of thing.

The headsets stayed silent for the most part
except for little bits of random questions or conversation.
Everyone was doing their best to keep it quiet.

We went all the way to the top where we
exited the stairwell door; it spilled us into one of the levels
that housed an office. It was darker up there than down on the main
floor. I didn’t have a problem seeing in the dark, but I’d never
spoken with Zander about his eyesight so I wasn’t sure if he could
see better in the dark than a full human, like I could.

This particular office had bluish grey
carpeting, cubicles lined up on one side, and offices with glass
windows on the other side. With my bow over my shoulders and my gun
in my hand, I hurried in front of Zander all the way to the other
end of the office. Once I reached the far wall I holstered my
weapon and held my hands out. “Ready?” I asked him.

He reached into his pack and pulled out two
bottles of lighter fluid. “Yup. Let’s light it up.”

Just then, I heard a commotion coming
through the earpiece. “Damn it!” and then two muffled gun
shots.

I reached up and covered my other ear. “Is
everyone all right!”

Zander motioned me to hurry up. “Come on,
they can take care of themselves. Let’s do this.”

“We have vamps on level four,” Gavin’s voice
told us and was followed by the sound of fighting. I could hear
grunts and cursing, and with the exception of Christina I couldn’t
tell who was who.

I stood there listening to them fight
instead of moving on with my own mission. “Come on, Chloe, this is
sort of time sensitive,” Zander complained.

Suddenly, a blur of black flashed before me
and I was thrown across the room. “Zander!” I called out, trying to
warn him. I hit one of the desks, bounced off of it, and landed on
the floor. I was up within a second, cursing my aching back and the
vampire who attacked me. “Don’t let him get away!” I called
out.

“Vamps on top!” I warned everyone what was
happening.

“Are you okay, Chloe?” Drew asked.

“She’s fine, Drew. Let her do her thing,”
Gavin told him. “You’re just distracting her.

Grunt, something slamming, gunshot.

“Right, I’m the distraction, that’s a
new one. Usually that’s your job,” Drew threw back at him.

I spun in a circle, looking around me in all
directions, but I didn’t see anyone. Zander was quiet, probably not
wanting to give his position away. I needed to know he was all
right. “Come and get me, coward,” I taunted the vampire, sliding my
gun back out of its holster.

“Shut up,” Drew told Gavin.

“Sure thing, boss. Everyone always does what
you want, don’t they?” Gavin pushed. “Someday, you’re going to
regret treating her like that because she will get tired of
it.”

Crashing noise. Breathing hard,
gunshots.

“That would make you happy, wouldn’t it?
Then you can have her, just like you’ve always wanted,” Drew shot
back. “You’re sure helping that along every chance you get.”

“Oh, dude, you’re pushing her away all on
your own. I have nothing to do with that.”

Muffled laughter echoed through the
earpieces from those who were listening.

I wanted to rip the earpiece out because
they were taking all my attention off of what was in front of me,
but at the same time I really wanted to hear what they were
saying.

The blur zipped in front of me again and I
felt a great push on my chest, which practically knocked the wind
out of me. I flew straight backward, crashing into the far wall. My
back hit first, and my head snapped forward and then back, bashing
into the wall. I slid unceremoniously to the floor. “Damn it,” I
moaned. “Where are you?”

This time I ripped off my headset and
switched on my super hearing so I could use my ears. I heard him
coming from my left side and swiveled before he could grab me.
Squeezing the trigger, I fired two rapid shots. The male vampire
dropped to the floor, crying out obscenities and clutching at the
holes in his heart. His pale skin darkened with his demon blood as
it seeped from the wound and through his fingers.

The UV was already starting to work its way
through the vampire. Light filtered through the body, eroding the
flesh, eating away his life. He screamed out, shouting for help,
and I ignored him. I stepped up close to him and bent over his
already dying body. Placing the barrel of my gun on his heart, I
squeezed the trigger. Then, to stop his horrible screams, I did the
same to his forehead. His screams ceased instantly.

I kicked the body away, not wanting to look
at it anymore, and replaced my headset to hear Luke hollering,
“Chloe! Chloe, check in now!”

“I’m fine, I’m fine. Zander, let’s move!” I
called out, wondering where the hell he was while I’d been fighting
off the vampire.

“Yeah, that isn’t really an option right
now, sis,” Zander called to me from somewhere in the room.

Wonderful. They had him, too.

The boys were still going at it between all
the sounds of battling vampires.

“Just stay away from her, you already have
everything else I should have had, you could at least let me have
the one thing that means more to me than my own life,” I heard Drew
through the earpiece.

“Yeah, if she means so much to you why did
you let her go get plastered with her good for nothing
brother?”

“Screw you both and shut up!” Zander
growled. “Chloe doesn’t need your crap right now.”

“All of you knock it off this instant,” Luke
ordered.

I kept my mouth shut, trying to be as silent
as possible while I crept along the row of desks, following the
direction Zander’s voice had come from. As I rounded one of the
cubicles, I found another vampire in a suit holding Zander in a
head lock, his hand in position to snap his neck.

“Don’t move another inch,” the vampire
drawled. His voice was low and foreign; probably British from what
I could tell.

I didn’t move. My brain was scrambling for
what to do. It was one thing to protect myself, but Zander’s life
hung in the balance.

“Just go!” Zander yelled. “Get the hell out
of here. Now!”

“I’m not going to leave you, Zander.”

“Don’t be a dumb ass.”

The vampire’s lips curled up into a smile.
“Yeah, sis, don’t be a dumb ass. It wouldn’t benefit your
brother at all.”

“Chloe! What’s happening?” Drew was in my
ear.

“Shut up! For God’s sake, no one is
benefiting from you two and your ‘God I love Chloe so much I’m
going to get her killed on the mission’ attitudes. Just shut the
hell up!” Christina screamed so loud that I almost lost
concentration and pulled the earpiece out.

Without thinking, not giving that idiot
vampire any time to consider what I was doing, I raised my gun and
fired.

The bullet hit its target and the vampire
howled in pain, releasing Zander on pure reflex. I’d shot him in
the elbow of the arm holding Zander’s head. Zander didn’t hesitate;
he plowed his own elbow up into the vampire’s jaw, ramming him
backward, and then spun around and kicked him in the chest. I fired
again as the vampire’s body flew backward onto one of the desks,
hitting him in the chest. Zander marched forward, drawing his own
gun, and shot him in the head.

There was still a ton of bickering and
battle commotion going on in my ears, so I said, “I’m offline.”
Then I reached up and took the headset off, tucking it in my cargo
pocket. Quickly, I dropped my clip, replaced it with a full one,
and holstered my weapon because I needed both hands free.

Zander did the same with his gun and
retrieved two more bottles of lighter fluid out of his pack. “You
ready now?” He grinned.

I nodded and summoned the fire. I aimed both
my palms down toward the carpeting and watched Zander take off in
front of me at a dead run, squeezing the lighter fluid onto the
carpet as he ran. I went right behind him, shooting flames down
onto the fluid saturated fabric.

A steady line of flame followed us all the
way down the hall way and right on through the stairwell door. As
we hit the landing after two more office levels, Zander tossed the
lighter fluid bottles and reached into his backpack for two
more.

“Take it easy on that or we won’t have
enough!” I hissed at him in the quietest voice I could manage. The
hallways were beginning to fill with smoke, making it harder to
breathe; my lungs were burning already.

He popped open the top on one of the
bottles. “I am taking it easy. If we run out we run out and we get
the hell out of here.”

“Let’s skip the floors. We are never going
to make all of them and we have to get out of this smoke,” I choked
out. Just then a loud siren erupted, echoing throughout the hallway
at an ear drum bursting level.

“All right,” he nodded, “hopefully the
hallways will take care of anyone trying to escape.”

I pulled out my headset and put it on.
“Alice?”

“What is it?” she answered, followed by a
gunshot and a grunt.

“Skip the floors, light up the hallways and
get out,” I yelled over the siren.

“Got it!” she yelled back.

“Leave your headset on!” Luke ordered.

“I will if everyone will keep their damn
mouths shut!” I yelled back.

Zander bolted down the stairwell, flinging
the lighter fluid as we ran. We were officially on a time limit;
the fire crews and police were probably already on their way. We
had to get to the main floor … fast.

Going down was entirely different than going
up. We were trying to outrun the smoke, our adrenaline was surging
and the fear of being caught by the fire crews drove us faster. We
hit the main floor landing at almost the exact same time as Alice
and Oscar. We emerged through the door, and maybe thirty seconds
had passed before they emerged from their set of doors, coughing
from smoke inhalation and looking totally exhausted.

Alice reached up and took her headset off to
make it easier to wipe the sweat from her face. She carried one of
her short swords in the other hand; its normally gleaming blade
marred by dark, dripping blood.

Without any warning a blur sped through the
lobby and Oscar flew across the room. I raised my gun, along with
everyone else, and Alice raised her sword.

The blur flashed in front of our eyes again,
and this time Drew was pushed, his body flying straight backward
into the huge lobby desk.

I focused and tried to catch sight of the
vampire. It blurred by again and I was able to keep track of its
movement. “Alice now!” I hollered.

Alice swiped blindly, but with all her
strength, and suddenly what was once a blur was an almost cut in
half vampire. Alice held her sword out in front of her, breathing
hard and shaking a little.

Drew, up off the ground seconds after he hit
the desk, simply aimed and shot him twice; once in the heart and
once in the head. I caught his eye and he ran to me, scooping me
up. “You all right?”

“Let’s get out of here,” I yelled. “Are we
set to blow?”

“Damn it!” Oscar cried out. “My headset is
gone.”

Everyone did their best to give a quick
glance around.

“I think that bastard ripped it off when he
pushed me.”

“Forget it,” Luke said. “We don’t have time,
we take care of this back at home to stop transmission. Let’s
move.”

“All set for detonation.” Drew set me down
and did a quick head count to make sure everyone was with us.
“Let’s move people!” he hollered, no longer afraid we would be
heard. “We have to blow this place before the crews show up! It
could kill them if they get too close.”

The entire group ran out of the building
from the back door. The empty warehouse sat behind the Talon
Building, and as planned, we headed for that. I looked behind me to
make sure Luke was still with us. I was worried about him being
able to keep up at his age. I shouldn’t have worried at all,
though. He was a Hunter, and even the aged ones kept in shape; he
was right behind me and Nicholas was right behind him.

Drew and Gavin got to the sliding metal door
first and it crashed open with their help. “Push it!” Nicholas
called out after the door was completely open.

I could hear sirens in the distance, not
quite to the building yet, but close. “Hurry!” I cried out.
“They’re almost there!”

“Everyone down!” Gavin shouted, withdrawing
a tiny remote and hitting a button.

I threw myself to the floor and covered my
head along with everyone else.

The explosion rocked the ground as all the
bombs planted in the building went off at the same time. Loud
crashing noises rained down onto the roof of the warehouse and I
closed my eyes, trying to shut out the noise and praying that no
innocent people got hurt in the blast. It was only a moment until
the ground stopped shaking and the debris stopped falling. I opened
my eyes, exhaled a huge sigh of relief, and rolled over onto my
back. “We did it.”

Drew crawled over to me and stared down into
my face, examining every inch of it. His hand went to my cheek.
“You all right?”

I reached up and he covered his hand with
mine. “I’m fine. How about you?”

“Where are Alice and Oscar?” Christina
shrilled from beside us.

I rolled and hopped to my feet. “What?”

“They’re not here!” She spread her hands. I
don’t think I had ever seen Christina look so scared. Despite her
non-caring attitude, she had a deep love for hunting and she would
never leave anyone behind. I knew that she cared about us, she just
didn’t show it like the rest of us did.

Luke stood up and dusted off his jeans. “We
have to go look for them. Let’s go.”

Every single one of us took off back out the
huge opening of the sliding door. Outside, it was clear what
devastation we caused. Giant flames licked up above the structures
beside what used to be the Talon Building, with great billowing
clouds of black smoke rolling up into the night’s sky. Sirens
wailed, echoing over any other noise in the city.

Drew’s phone buzzed. Still running, he
pulled it out. “It’s Oscar!” He crinkled his brow. “Where are you
man?” he answered. “What? All right, we are on our way.”

Drew changed direction and we followed
him.

“Where are they?” I huffed. My energy was
running out more quickly than I expected.

Drew sounded tired, too. “You won’t believe
this. Just come on.”

He rounded the corner with all of us
following and stopped. “They’re in here somewhere.”

“No way!” I told him. They couldn’t be in
there. He had spread his hands to demonstrate the expanse of
burning rubble from the Talon Building. There was so much, it would
take all night to search through that much debris and that was if
it wasn’t on fire. “How is that possible? And … he
called you?”

Gavin stepped up beside us. “You guys might
want to move back a little bit.” He knelt down and felt the cement
beneath him as we backed off.

“What is he doing?” I wondered.

“Just let him be,” Luke replied.

Gavin had his palms flat on the ground and
his eyes closed. After only a moment I felt the ground beneath me
start to rumble. “What is that?” I looked up at Drew who only shook
his head in response.

A second later my question was answered. The
cement began cracking and separating, and then a huge geyser of
water exploded from beneath us.

“Holy shit!” Zander backed up, along with
the rest of us. “How in the hell?”

Gavin stepped back from the rising wall of
water and held his hands up, somehow pushing it downward into the
flaming rubble which held our friends captive. He pushed and
pushed, keeping the water flowing. After a minute, Drew ran
underneath the raining wave and began digging through the pieces of
cement, glass, and wood. As we joined him and tossed the pieces
aside, I had no idea how Alice and Oscar would have survived being
hit by any of the debris.

Gavin stopped the water and joined us. I
flung each piece away with determination. My fingertips were raw
and bloody, and my hair was plastered to my face with a mixture of
sweat and water, but I wasn’t going to stop until we found
them.

Finally, we cleared enough of the rubble
that we were able to see why they survived. Drew removed a giant
piece of cement and exposed a shimmering patch of air.

“It’s her shield!” I cried out. “Hurry!”

Everyone who was spread out joined us where
the shield shined through and we began digging faster and harder. I
looked down below the shimmering air of magic and saw Alice lying
flat on the ground, holding the shield over both her and Oscar. Her
eyes were closed with concentration and probably exhaustion.
Oscar’s hand covered her thigh, reassuring her that he was beside
her.

“Move it guys,” Drew hollered. “I don’t know
how much longer she can hold that shield, if it falls …” He let his
sentence trail off and continued to clear the bubble that Alice and
Oscar sat beneath.

Finally, we had the entire thing cleared.
“All right, Alice, you can let it down,” I called to her.

With a loud snap, the bubble evaporated into
the air. Oscar quickly grabbed her hands and pulled her body up to
his. “It’s okay, baby. We made it. We’re alive,” he whispered in
her ear.

“We must go,” Nicholas urged.

“Yes,” Luke agreed. “We have to get out of
here.”

Oscar got to his feet, pulling Alice up with
him. She mumbled something I couldn’t understand and her eyes
rolled back into her head as she fell limp against his side. Oscar
lifted her into his arms and began walking. “Let’s go.”

“Not so fast,” the female voice rang over
the sirens. Suddenly, my body was flying and slammed up against a
brick wall. “Hello, Chloe.”

It was Dahlia. I tried to tell her to screw
off, but it came out as a gagging noise because her fingers were
squeezing my throat. I heard multiple clicks and knew that my
fellow Hunters already had her in their sights. I really didn’t
need it, though. She would let me go if I burned her.

“Don’t even think about it,” she ordered.
“You could burn me, or shoot me, but I could still snap your neck
before I die.”

“No one move a muscle,” Luke ordered. No one
so much as breathed, not even to lower their weapons.

Dahlia looked the same as she did before. A
golden goddess with pale blue eyes and porcelain white skin. Her
fingers felt like ice on my throat. “I won’t hurt you, little
Chloe, but know this. I realize you are responsible for the
destruction of our main headquarters and that you have gone and
started the war. I am not warning you of our attack, but
telling you that you have not merely started a war, you have
initiated the vampire apocalypse.” She brought her lips close to my
ear. “From now on, every single baby vampire who turns is a life
that you are responsible for. You killed them, my dear. And
there will be many. I plan on building an empire of our kind
who will come forth to dominate the world and the surviving humans
… will become our slaves and our food source.”

I let my body warm up enough to warn her of
my anger.

She shook her head and tsked me. “Oh, Chloe,
no need for that. Like I said, I’m not going to hurt you. It will
be far more fun to watch you suffer as you’re trying to kill armies
of vampires rather than one or two at a time.” She smiled and
turned to the group behind her. “Same goes for all of you. I know
who each and every one of you are, don’t think that you aren’t
being watched … don’t ever, think that you are more powerful than
we are.” With that she slammed my head into the wall and
disappeared.

Drew rushed to my side. “Oh my God, are you
all right?”

I rubbed the back of my head. “I’m fine.
Let’s just get out of here. We don’t have time to think about this
and there is obviously a lot more vampires out here now than there
was a little bit ago.”

Christina strode up beside me as we walked.
“Need me to carry something?”

I eyed her cautiously and realized that I
trusted Christina, I trusted her a lot. “Nah, I’m good.” I knew she
didn’t really want to carry my stuff, it was just her way of
telling me she was glad I didn’t end up vampire food.

We went back to the warehouse, which we used
as a shortcut, and went out another entrance. Nicholas had his van
parked just inside the front entrance. Luke slid open the van door
and helped Oscar get Alice inside. They laid her on the first
bench. Oscar lifted her head, sat down, then set her head down in
his lap. Feeling sluggish, I crawled into the van and sat down
beside Drew. Gavin climbed in after us and sat down on the other
side of me. To his credit, Drew didn’t even acknowledge he was
there, and I was totally glad because I didn’t want to deal with
anymore of their bickering. Zander and Christina followed behind us
and fell onto the last bench and then Luke slid the door shut and
took the front seat.

“All accounted for?” Nicholas asked.

Luke turned and counted heads. “All
accounted for,” he repeated. “Let’s go home.”

“Zander’s coming with us,” I told Luke.

“All right.” He agreed with a nod. I guess
Zander had finally proven himself worthy to my grandfather.

I think I fell asleep on the way home. I lay
my head on Drew’s shoulder and tried to ignore that Gavin was right
beside me by thinking of how lucky we were that none of the fire
crews or police had spotted us while we were digging through that
rubble, or when Dahlia had me pinned. It had taken way longer than
expected, so we got very, very lucky.

But … maybe not so lucky. Vampire
apocalypse. Dahlia planned to try and take over the world with
vampires. The crazy part was that she could probably do it since
people seemed to think that vampires didn’t really exist.

I woke from my dozing as the van tried to go
into the gates of the community. “What’s happening?” I asked,
sitting up so I could see out the windshield. The guards had the
gate open and Nicholas gassed the van, but the van wouldn’t
move.

Alice sat up in the seat in front of me. “Oh
man, I think I know what the problem is.” She held her nose between
her thumb and forefinger.

“What?” Drew demanded.

Alice started to cry, so Christina spoke for
her. “Alice tried to create a barrier around the community which
would keep the vampires out. Looks like it worked.”

“What do you mean?” Luke asked.

She eyed me and I realized what she meant.
“Come on, Zander, let’s get out.”

“What are you talking about?” Drew’s eyes
were flicking from me to Christina to Alice. “What did you do?”

I rested my hand on his leg. “It’s all
right, nothing to worry about. No vampires will be able to get in,
including me or Zander. We are half vampire.”

“Well take it down!” Luke demanded.

Alice groggily replied, “I can take it down.
But we are going to have to put the whole community on alert.”

“I don’t care if we have to tell them. We
aren’t leaving them out there in the dark. It’s too dangerous.”

Nicholas put the van in park. “I can take
them back to the city.”

“No.” I tried to stand up. “Leave up the
barriers. You’re still going to have to tell the community what
happened, but it’s safer to leave them up for right now.”

“Can’t you just take them down and then put
them back up?” Drew asked.

Oscar pulled Alice close. “Not tonight she
won’t. She isn’t doing anything else tonight, can’t you see how
exhausted she is?”

I nodded. “He’s right. She has used so much
of herself tonight … and so have I.” I leaned forward. “Nicholas,
can you take us to Zander’s apartment? I hate to ask you to go
back, but it really is too dangerous for us to try and walk that
far right now. Even with morning coming, we are just too
tired.”

He nodded. “Absolutely, I don’t mind at
all.” He rolled down the window and told the guards he needed to go
back to the city and would be back soon. Then he put the van in
reverse.

I looked over at Luke, who was still staring
at me. “Don’t worry, Grandpa, it’s only one night. We can figure
out the rest tomorrow.”

~~~***~~~

The sun was up when we pulled into the
parking lot of Zander’s apartment. I could hardly wait to lay down
on something soft and get some much needed sleep. I slid the door
open and hopped out of the van. Turning around, I saw that Drew was
right behind me. Figuring he just wanted to see me off, I leaned in
to give him a quick kiss good-bye and he pushed me away. “What are
you doing?” I questioned.

He reached in and grabbed his bag. “I’m
coming with you. You didn’t really think I’d leave you alone, did
you?”

“I’m staying, too.” Christina stepped down
out of the van with Zander right behind her.

I didn’t really want to argue about it, I
just wanted to get some sleep. So, I reached in and grasped Luke’s
hand. “It’s going to be fine. We will get the barrier down tomorrow
and I’ll be back home.”

I turned to Alice. “Make sure to get some
rest. You did so good tonight.”

“So did you.” She smiled weakly and cuddled
into Oscar who I gave a knowing look.

“Make sure she sleeps, a lot.”

“I will.” His eyelids looked heavy, too.
“I’ll even go siren on her if I have to.”

“Good!”

Finally I looked at Gavin, who had moved
over to the side of the van so he could lean against the wall now
that he had the seat to himself. “Thank you, Gavin, for helping
tonight.”

His eyes were tired and drooping. “I’m
always here for you, Chloe. I should have been there before, but I
am now … and forever.”

Oh, for crying out loud, did he just say
that in front of the entire van full of people? Seriously, like
what happened over the headsets wasn’t enough already. My mouth
fell open and words just did not want to come out.

Drew grabbed the handle of the van’s sliding
door and pulled me back. “See you guys tomorrow sometime.” With
that, he slammed the van door shut and turned me around. I was
still so shocked by Gavin’s words that I didn’t even argue with him
about his rude behavior.

Christina linked arms with Zander and me
with Drew as we climbed the stairs into Zander’s apartment.
Christina called out a hasty goodnight and went straight to
Zander’s room while Zander got us some blankets so we could camp
out on the couch. Drew and I squeezed side by side onto the narrow
cushions and covered up with a blanket.

“You know you didn’t do very well with
fulfilling your promise today,” I groggily whispered to Drew.

“I know,” he whispered back. “I’m sorry. I
don’t know what the hell is wrong with me. I’m going to keep
trying.”

I nodded a bit. “The only reason I’m still
here is because I understand you. There are people that don’t
understand why you are the way you are, but I do.”

“Thank you for loving me,” he whispered into
my ear.

“You guys good?” Zander asked before he
headed down the hallway to his room.

“Yeah, this is fine,” Drew answered, pulling
me in closer and snuggling his head into my neck.

“Hey Zander,” I called out with fatigue in
my voice. “I do trust you. You know that now, right?”

He smiled. “And I trust you even more than
that. Thanks for saving my ass little sister.” And then he was
walking down his hallway, removing his shirt so that his warrior
angel tattoo was the last thing I saw before I drifted off to
sleep.

That night, my dreams were filled with
burning buildings and smoke filled air. I could even smell
the smoke, it drifted up in billowing clouds of black and grey,
sticking to my clothes and hair.

I rose up out of a smoldering pile of ash
and raised my bow, taking aim on my target. Before I could shoot,
the sound of many human footsteps dragging along took my attention
away. I looked across the sea of fire and there I saw hundreds of
humans, tied together and being led into the blackened land that
was not still aflame.

Then, there was no fire, there was the white
house … and it was filled with vampires. Dahlia sat behind a large
wooden desk. She signed a few papers and licked her pale pink
lips.

“What about the new shipment of humans?” she
asked

“Madam, they are en route to the capital
now.” The vampire man speaking to her lifted his head and seemed to
be able to see me, to look into my eyes, and when he did I
recognized our president of the United States.

“Good.” Dahlia smiled. “Make sure to ration
them accordingly to each division and send out the troops for
another batch.”

“Yes, madam.” The President bowed his head a
little bit and then raised up to meet her again. “We also have the
reports in for the new additions.”

“Oh good!” Dahlia clapped her hands together
once. “I just love hearing how much our vampire family is growing …
and growing … and growing …”

Her voice faded off and the dream changed
again. This time, I was looking down at two bodies lying in the
middle of a darkened street with blood surrounding their bodies. A
loud female scream rocked the night from an unseen source and then
called out, “Please! Please! Help them, help me!”

With a bright, blinding light from above,
the black clouds opened up and a man who could only be described as
beautiful descended from within. His wings had feathers of both
black and white, protruding from his back and expanding the length
of probably eight feet. He carried a glimmering sword that appeared
to be just as long in his right hand. When his feet touched the
earth, he slammed the sword down into the pavement and the earth
rocked violently. “My child, you have called and I have been
allowed this chance to assist you.”

“Who are you?” the female voice, whose body
I could not see, called out.

“Why, child, I am the warrior angel. Back
again, to rid this world of the demons you call vampires once
more.”

When my eyes shot open the afternoon of that
same day, I knew with certainty that it would be a warrior angel of
one kind or another who would save us from this impending vampire
apocalypse.

~~~***~~~

 


READ AN EXCERPT FROM

THE ARCADIA FALLS CHRONICLES BOOK 3




This is an un-edited excerpt, at this time of
uploading Arcadia Book 3 has not been published yet.

 


~Chloe’s Diary~

 


When I was a little girl, we moved around a
lot and I never really had many friends. I’ve always been the loner
in school, mostly because I knew that eventually we were going to
move again. At the time, I had no idea why my mother moved us so
much, but in the long run it made us super close. She was pretty
much my only friend … my only anything.

One thing that occurred to me as I made my
way through all the different towns, different schools, and
different people was that I didn’t have any inkling of what I
wanted to do when I grew up.

I never knew, all the way up until my mother
died.

When I lost her and was found by the
Hunters, I found something that my mother probably never really
realized that she was depriving me of … my family, my friends, and
my destiny.

I’m sure things would have worked out
differently if I had grown up on the community. Mom was just trying
to keep me safe, and if I had lived there growing up I probably
would have never gone to Trevor’s, which means I never would have
met Alice or Oscar.

I know that I shouldn’t dwell on the past,
but I can’t help it. I wonder sometimes what would have happened if
time had passed differently. If I had grown up in Arcadia Falls
surrounded by Hunters, would I have made such a terrible decision
later in life?

It’s been six months since the Talon
Building fell and the world is now a very different place then it
once was.

Zander and I still can’t get through the
shield that Alice put up around Arcadia Falls, which is probably a
not such a bad thing at this point. Almost the entire community is
ticked off at me for pretty much triggering the vampire
apocalypse.

Yeah, that’s right … vampire apocalypse.

Dahlia warned me, and she wasn’t kidding. In
the last several months baby vampires have been popping up
everywhere all over the world. These young vampires have no control
whatsoever and are killing anything that crosses their paths.

So … we train and we fight and we kill
them.

The world is changing, people were all
obsessed with that stupid zombie apocalypse and preparing for that
when they really should have been worried about what to do if half
the population suddenly turned into vampires.

Six months ago, people were oblivious to
vampires, to the monsters lurking in the shadows and now they are
fighting them in the streets simply to stay alive.

The community of Arcadia Falls is right to
shun me, I did this. I am supposed to kill these demons and save
people, but instead, I made a bad decision that is now getting
people killed. More than just getting people killed, it’s was a
decision that is diminishing our population.

Now that the world is aware of what kind of
creatures are out there, the Hunters have also come out into the
open. It’s crazy, but it’s a necessity. The hunters are pretty much
the only people equipped to fight the vampires, so the rest of the
population just lets them.

Training centers have even opened so that
people can learn how to defend themselves. Sort of like a
self-defense class, but instead of learning how to stop a purse
thief or a sexual assault, people are learning how to off a
vampire.

Each day, the television and the papers have
more bad news for us. Hunters can’t be called in from anywhere else
because they are just as busy as we are, trying to kill them off.
The vampires are turning faster than we can kill them.

We are basically screwed.

The world is going to crap and it’s all my
fault.

I am not giving up yet. None of the hunters
are, it’s just not our way. But, we seriously need a better plan
because killing them off one by one doesn’t seem to be helping
much.

Meanwhile, nothing else matters. Every other
problem that I thought I had before is now miniscule and forgotten.
I have to make this right. What I don’t know is how I am going to
make it right, so until then, I am just going to take them out one
at a time.
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