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Chapter 1

Sacrifices


The sudden burst of sound coming from the telephone startled me, and I immediately turned my attention to my mother's bedroom door. Please, God, be asleep. It rang again. I leapt from the table, covering the entire distance of my living room before it could ring a third time. If only I could summon that kind of energy in gym class.

“Ana? Can you hear me? Hello…?"

My eyes returned to her door. Nothing. Thank goodness.

“Hey Jaz, I’m here.”

“Oh good, you won’t believe what I just heard about Erick!”

“My Erick?” I asked, pretending to be interested.

Jasmine squealed. “The very same one!”

I took the phone into my room and stretched out across the bed. Jasmine went on about the fallout from Erick being caught with Jessica, despite his going out with her older sister, Amber. To be honest, I could have cared less. High school gossip doesn’t exactly set my soul on fire, but Jasmine was a friend, and I haven’t had one of those in years. I played my part, making sure to sound as if I’m hanging onto her every word, sometimes throwing in a gasp, or a “You can’t be serious!” for good measure.

Trivial or not, I so needed this—to feel normal. This is what girls my age are supposed to be doing—staying up late to talk about things that didn’t matter. But then, if I were normal, maybe they would. I tried to picture myself as the average teenage girl (I left Jasmine to extol the physical virtues of David Beecher, our school’s star running back and resident alpha male; she hardly needed my input for that). How much would I be different? Well, first off I would have a car—no more creepy bus rides alongside old guys with gap-toothed grins that always sat too close. And I would have friends too, lots of friends—enough that I wouldn’t ever have to worry about where to sit for lunch. Maybe I’d even be popular, maybe homecoming queen—okay, I’d never be that girl. But a boyfriend might be nice…

“Ana…? Are you even listening to me?”

“Oh, sorry. I guess I kinda dazed off—“

“Thinking about Erick, I bet! Girl, boys like that might notice you if you’d put some effort into it.”

“Effort? Like what?”

“Like maybe a skirt? A tight little pair of jeans that shows off those curves? Something to remind people that you’re a girl? I mean sweat pants are comfortable around the house but come
on…"

She wasn't exaggerating. My entire wardrobe consisted of sweat pants and tshirts in the summer, and sweat pants and sweatshirts in the winter. Obviously, if it were up to me, I’d have nicer clothes—at least normal ones. But then, what was? Even my bedroom was my mother's design, and it reeked terribly of old person. Who has pictures of cactuses on their bedroom wall?

"Jaz? Can I ask you something?”

“What’s up?”

“Do you think I’m pretty? I mean if you were a guy, would I be somebody you’d maybe wanna ask out?”

“Hells yeah! I mean, sure you dress like a forty year old alcoholic… Kidding! But seriously you’ve got a super cute face and those eyes! Make sure you’re an organ donor, cause if something happens to you, not that I want it to, but if it did, donate those eyes to me!”

I stood up and moved to the small mirror above my dresser, looking over the skinny grey eyed girl staring back at me. Technically, the hair that reached my shoulders was brown, but the shade’s so dark it might as well be black. I stared into my own face. I 'm decent looking, I guess. My mom says I have my aunt’s eyes—she died before I was born—a deep, rich grey like gathering storm clouds just before a thundering rain. My mom, for reasons beyond me, used to insist that I wear colored contacts, but I'd at least won that fight. Truth was, I liked them more than anything else about me. They made me feel like I was different, special even. I don’t know if I’d go as far as “super cute,” but that’s the point of having friends isn’t it? To build you up?

“Thanks, Jaz.”

“No biggie—Hey, guess what?”

“What?”

“We’re gonna be juniors next year!”

So much for feeling normal. Jasmine’s words had torn a giant hole into my fantasy and I could literally feel the “normal girl” feeling spilling out of me. To tell the truth, I didn’t know where I’d be when school picked back up in a couple of weeks. This year and a half in Pelion, South Carolina has been the longest I’d ever lived in the same place, and I’ve never been happier. It’s allowed me time enough to make a friend, to both start and finish the school year with the same teachers and classmates, and most of all, it’s allowed me to experience moments like tonight, where I could actually forget that my life was as far from normal as it was possible to be. I didn’t want to jinx it by assuming that I’d be enrolling at Pelion High with Jasmine next school year.

“Oh crap! I think my mom just came upstairs! Talk to you tomorrow!”

It would have been nice if Jazmine’s mom could’ve come before she reminded me about school. I yawned and trudged lazily into the living room to return the phone to the holster.

My mother was exiting the small kitchen area when our eyes met. I nearly dropped the phone. First, she appeared to be confused by my startled reaction, but that quickly passed into anger.

“Who were you talking to, Ana?”

“No one,” I replied. I did my best to keep my tone casual.  “Just a friend from school.”

“You never told me about this friend.  And since when are we the type of weak-minded women who need friends?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t think you’d mind if—“

"You think I’m stupid don’t you? You think I don't know when my own daughter is lying to my face?  That was your grandmother, wasn't it?

"No!” I answered emphatically.  “Her name is Jasmine! “

“What did she tell you?  Tell me the truth Anastasia or so help me…”

“I am!”

She stomped across the room and snatched the phone from my hand. I watched her fingers dial *69. I freaked.

“You can’t! You’ll get her in trouble!”

Again, she wasn’t listening. She moved back across the living room and into the kitchen. Her voice got loud—she was arguing with one of Jazmine’s parents. I fell onto the couch and buried my face into my hands. Jazmine would be so pissed.

When my mother returned to the living room, her tone was softer. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry. I’m just trying to protect you. One day you’ll understand—"

I wasn’t trying to hear her. “Understand? What’s not to understand? You enjoy making my life hell. I can’t leave the house after school, can’t have any friends, I can’t even have a phone call! This isn’t normal!”

“Ana…”

“Just tell me the truth, please. What are we hiding from? What is so terrible? I’m almost sixteen now, I can deal with whatever it is.”

No reply.

I left her alone on the couch, stomping toward my room as I brushed away tears.

“Ana!” she called out after me.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t feel I owed her any more time to explain why she made us live the way we did. She wouldn’t tell me the truth, so why should I listen? I was tired of the rules, and so tired of the secrets. Tomorrow morning, when she left for work, I was leaving and never coming back. That was the truth.

********************

The sound of knocking woke me. My alarm clock read 3:42. Who could possibly be at the door this late? I got up to check, but my mother met me at my door. Her eyes were wide and panicked.

“Ana, code red.”

My own eyes widened. “But…”

“Now, dammit!” The knocking turned into pounding. I was frozen in my stance.

She pushed me into the room, pointing to the space under my bed, her eyes pleading for obedience. I listened. I crawled as far as I could go, until my back was flat up against the wall. My hands were shaking at my sides.

A moment later I heard the front door open. My mother’s voice was surprisingly calm.

“What seems to be the problem?”

“Do not play games. You know what I am. You know why I am here.” The second voice was deep like a man’s, but it had a wildness to it—almost unnatural.

My mother’s reply was stern.  "Leave this place. You have no business here.”

"Oh, but I do. Do you know how long we’ve searched for you? I cannot be true to my race and let you live. Such a thing is treason.”

“I said leave—“

My mother’s words became screams.  I covered my mouth to keep the fear from sounding in my throat. Silence followed—long, never ending silence. I wanted so badly to call to her, to hear her tell me that she was okay, but I’d been trained for this faceless danger my entire life. I knew to be absolutely quiet, at all costs.

The phone rang. The man answered. I heard him say Jasmine’s name. I heard him say my name.

“Impostor!” he shouted. “He said that she is but a schoolgirl. I’ll ask this question only once. Where is she?”

There was no response from my mother.  I began to hear him move around the house, the sounds of things crashing and breaking serenading this nightmare until suddenly it was quiet. I closed my eyes when his muddy black boots appeared in my doorway.

“She’s gone!” my mother screamed from the other room. “She called to tell her friend goodbye. She should be half way to Brighton by now. We knew you were coming!”

His laugh was slow and deliberate. “You tip your hand, foolish hag.  Listen to how much faster your heart is beating now—your voice, it reeks of desperation. She’s here. I will find her, and she will die.”

I could hardly breathe. With every passing second I found myself fighting over and over the urge to scream. My body seemed to feel the weight of his presence. Every time his boot clunked against the wooden floor my body shuddered violently. With each step he was that much closer to finding me. And I was that much closer to death.

He moved first to the closet, ripping the door from its hinges. A low growl began to hum in his throat, and then he began to laugh again.

“I know you’re here young one, and if you’re not in the closet then…”

I covered my mouth.

“Peak-a-boo!” In an instant his face had appeared in the space between the floor and my bed. He stared at me through blood red eyes, his face scarred and pale. Wild excitement gleamed in his pupils and his lips began to quiver, revealing blood stained teeth.

I screamed and tried to move but my muscles didn’t respond. I was paralyzed in his gaze. He inched himself further beneath the bed, bringing his face closer to me, his eyes never leaving mine. He began to whisper in some language I didn’t understand.

He reached out his hand and I felt the ends of his fingers graze my face. I wanted to scream for help but couldn’t find my voice.

"So pretty,” he breathed. His odor burned like fire in my nostrils.  I followed his eyes as they inched down my face to my neck.  He bared his teeth and then, suddenly, he was shouting, writhing in obvious pain. He began to retreat, but not of his own doing. Something was dragging him from underneath the bed and he threw his arms around madly, alternating between impotently resisting whatever was forcibly removing him and last ditch efforts to reach me.

Pulled completely into the light, I watched him curl up into a ball. Whatever he saw, it filled him with such terror that he covered his face. Another set of boots were visible just beyond him but I blinked and in that instant they were both gone.

I crawled from under the bed. I couldn’t explain what had happened, nor could I be sure the danger had passed, but an overwhelming need to go to my mother possessed me. I found her stretched across the living room floor. She wasn’t moving. My heart feared the worst, but when I knelt beside her, she began to speak. Her face was turned in the opposite direction, and I didn’t have the courage to face her. Our intruder had made one thing perfectly clear, he’d come for me.

“Oh, thank God.” She strained even to whisper. “Are you hurt?”

“No, but you…” I stood up and looked for the phone to dial 911 but found it broken in half on the kitchen floor. There wasn't another house for miles. I ran back to my mother’s side, dropping to my knees, tears now running down my face. I put my head onto her chest and closed my eyes.  “I’m sorry mom. I’m so sorry.”

“There isn’t much time, Ana,” she spoke weakly. “He may not have been alone."  She coughed loudly.  "Bottom drawer… yellow envelope…must go now. You know the way.”

“But mom.”

“Now, Ana.”

I crawled to my feet. She'd trained me to follow her every instruction without question, so I ran into her room. This was the first time I’d ever been allowed inside. All around the room were pictures of me, dating back to when I was just a toddler. I choked back fresh tears and moved to the chest of drawers. Inside the bottom drawer I found the envelope.  There were plane tickets, three hundred dollar bills, a cell phone, and a map of the area inside. On the map, black ink zigzagged away from the house. It was obvious what she wanted me to do—but how could I leave her here? I wouldn’t.

I ran back to the living room, ready to protest my leaving her alone. I fell to my knees beside her, taking hold of her face and turning it gently to mine. When my eyes met hers, my voice faltered.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you Ana,” she whispered.  “But I know that he will.  You can trust him.”  She was losing consciousness. Her brown eyes, covered by grey colored contacts, lost their focus and her body went limp in my arms.  I felt myself shudder as a chill raced down my spine.  I grabbed the envelope and ran out into the warm summer’s night, my soul aching.











Chapter 2

Nathan


My mind had shut down, becoming a jumbled mess of random thoughts and half memories, yet my training persisted.  I’d made this trip a hundred times in my year and a half in Pelion, my mother had seen to that, and my legs were now running, moving me through the unyielding black of the woods without my telling them to.

It wasn’t until I reached the clearing that my brain reloaded, focusing long enough to give me control of my own body.  This clearing was my destination, where my mother would be waiting with a stop watch and a frown.  No matter how fast I ran, it was never fast enough.

I looked for her, not truly expecting to see her but finding myself hoping to just the same.  Reality sunk in.  I broke down, crouching in the tall grass as images of my mother flashed in my head.  The pain was agonizing, like my insides were on fire, my nerves being scorched by the flames, the smoke choking my lungs so that I couldn’t breathe.  I laid out in the grass, ignoring my mother’s screaming voice in my head, the voice telling me to keep going…

Did I want to?  Did I deserve to?  I blocked out my mother’s voice—I blocked out the thoughts of her altogether.  She was dead because of me.   Because she was trying to protect me—me who had hated her for It.  I closed my eyes and wished for the monster’s return.  That it would come to reunite me with her, with my dad…

Suddenly the insides of my eyelids became bright red and when I opened my eyes there was light against my face, disappearing for brief moments, but always finding it again.  It was a flashlight, its owner a bushy brown haired boy no older than ten or eleven.

“H-hello?  Are you okay?” he asked as he approached.  His eyes were scanning the woods behind me.  He had a first aid kit in his left hand and he sat it down beside me.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He smiled.  “Nathan.  Don’t worry, I’m a friend.  Can you walk?”

I nodded.  The gentleness in his face told me that I could trust him.  Nathan helped me up to my feet and told me to follow him.  It was a short trip as the next bit of woods was shallow, a little wooden cabin being stationed in the very next field.

Nathan led me up through the side door and into a small kitchen, taking one more look into the shadowy woods before locking the door behind us.  The kitchen was homely; there was an old iron oven to my right, a wide square metal sink bolted into the opposite wall, and an icebox sitting in the middle of the room.  He paced nervously for a few moments and then stopped abruptly, turning to me and asking, “You wouldn’t have a phone would you?”

I reached into the pocket of my sweats, pulled out the cell phone from the yellow envelope, and handed it to him.  He took it and smiled at me— his smile faded when it wasn’t returned.  Instead I moved to the far wall, taking up a seat on the floor.  I closed my eyes and tried to calm myself.  It wasn't working.  I couldn't stop myself from trembling.  I kept hearing the screams, kept seeing that monster’s face...

From the other side of the room, I could hear the sound of Nathan's fingers dialing a number on the cell phone.  I watched him.  Carefully.

“It’s me, Nathan…It’s her phone…Her, grey eyes…I know you told me not leave the cabin for any reason, but…well she was practically right outside the cabin….She looks okay, I guess…”

He nodded a few more times and then held out the phone.  “My grandpa wants to speak to you.”

I took the phone nervously from his hand and held it up to my face.  “H-hello?”

“Anastasia, I need for you to stay where you are.   Can you do that?”

“I t-think so.”

“Good.   We are in the process of surveying the area for additional threats.  I’ll return to explain what’s happening as soon as I can.

“Okay then.”

“It is an honor to speak to you, despite the unfortunate circumstances surrounding our finally having words.  Allow me to speak to my grandson again.”

I handed Nathan the phone and he nodded some more, looking slightly annoyed.  “Okay, I promise not to say anything until you get back.  His voice dropped low. “She already looks spooked if you ask me.”  He rolled his eyes and then hung up the phone.

“W-who are you p-people?” I asked him as soon as he turned around.

“Sorry, grandpa said not to say anything,” he replied, turning his head.  “Scared I might spook you into running away.”

“I won’t run away—I don’t have anywhere to run to.  Please...I just need to know what’s going on.”

He started to say something but caught himself.  “I really shouldn’t.”

“Please...I'm really scared.”

Pity shone out from his blue eyes.  “Okay, well grandpa says we’re kinda like the Secret Service. We protect like, really important people.  We’re your guardians.”

“Guardians?  Well you failed.”

I knew that was harsh even before the hurt showed up on his face.  He was just a kid.  “I’m sorry.  It’s not your fault.  I just…”

“They got my mom too,” he said turning his face from mine.  He wiped his eyes and then put his head down.  “It’s what they do, hurt people.  I hate ‘em all.”

“Who are they?”

He looked me square in the eye, unflinching.  “Not who, what…Vampires.”

A few seconds passed before I was able to speak.  I searched his face, but found nothing to suggest that he was lying, or even kidding.  Still, my mind rejected the possibility of it.  It was absurd; vampires were the stuff of movies, bad Halloween specials…  My heart knew better.  It knew this boy’s pain was real, that our pain was the same.  The wildness in that monster’s voice rang in my ears.

“Why are they after me?” I said, finally.

“Because you’re a grey eyed heir, that’s why.”

I shook my head.  It was the same thing he’d called me when he’d spoken to his grandfather.  So what my eyes are grey?  “What does that mean?”

A bit of the boy returned to his face.  “You’re practically royalty!”

“Me?  Royalty?”  I pictured our beat up old furniture, the empty kitchen cabinets, how big a deal it was for us to finally have a phone and found myself laughing.  It surprised me.  How could I be laughing right now?  My mother was dead and yet I was suddenly at peace with it.  Suddenly relaxed.  Was it this boy?  It had to be, he had a warmness to his disposition.

He smiled at my puzzled stare.  “You’re the prettiest one too.”

Through my confusion, I managed a smile.  “You're sweet.  So what am I ruler of?”

He waved me over to the icebox and I took a seat beside him.  He looked excited.  “I can show you.”

“Oh, okay…”

“Put your hand in mine.”  I did as he asked, my palm facing upwards.  He covered it with his other hand, whispering something I couldn’t hear.  When he uncovered it, a small flame burst into existence, taking the shape of a butterfly.  It flew up out of my hand and fluttered around my face.

“Pick up your jaw,” Nathan laughed.  “You’re a witch!”











Chapter 3

Revelations


Screeching tires woke me from my wide eyed stare.  Nathan leapt to his feet and darted into the next room.

“He’s back!” he called.

I pushed myself up from the icebox, attempting to gather my thoughts—this despite the fact that my mind had just been blown off its hinges.  Nathan came running back into the small kitchen, only slowing long enough to unlock the door before disappearing outside.  A sudden anxiety filled me as I waited there alone, becoming more intense as the sound of voices neared the open doorway.  I took a deep breath for clarity, and then went about surveying the room for potential weapons and possible escape routes—another part of my training.

Before I could act on the plan I’d quickly pieced together, a tall wide man came through the doorway, with Nathan under his arm.  His hairline had retreated considerably, and a thick brown beard concealed most of his features, but his gentle eyes shared Nathan’s warmth.  Still, when he made a move toward me, I instinctively moved away.  A chill caused my entire body to shiver.

He and Nathan exchanged glances.  Nathan leaned over, whispering something to the tall man, then stepped forward.  “It’s okay, this is my grandpa.  He’s your guardian, he won’t hurt you.”

I nodded.  “I’m sorry…I…”

“There is no need to explain, Anastasia.  I know that tonight has been difficult.  My grandson used a calming spell on you which lost its effectiveness once he left the cabin.  You may be experiencing a sudden rush of emotion,” he said slowly, in a soft and even tone.  He put both of his hands into the air—the same way people did when they were surrendering to the police—and took slow steps backwards until his back was against the opposite wall.  He continued.  “My name is Duncan.  Duncan Mathalbane.  Like my grandson said, I am your guardian.  I’ve watched over your family since your mother was a child.  You are safe now.  The area is clear.”

The very same thoughts that arose in my mind when Nathan first alerted me to the fact that I had guardians came storming back to the forefront now.  Why had my mother been left to face that monster alone?  Where had they been all these years?  And why had we been forced to live like we did?  I tried to bite my tongue, but the anger was so much stronger this time, overwhelming…

“What took you so long?” I screamed, as new tears found their way down my cheeks.

Duncan shook his head and took in a slow breath.  “I know you have questions, but please understand, there is a lot that you don’t know.  Things which, if not explained in just the right way could—“

“Nathan already told me that I am a witch,” I interrupted.  “And I know that a vampire attacked my mother.  What else do I need to know?”

Nathan’s eyes grew large on his face and his grandfather shot him a nasty stare.  Part of me hated betraying Nathan’s trust but a much larger part of me was sick and tired of not getting answers when I asked for them.  I wanted everything explained, and I wanted it explained right now.

Duncan ordered Nathan to his room, and he slumped off with his head hung low.

“Tell me everything you know about me or I’ll leave right now," I demanded.  "No more secrets.”

It was an empty threat, Duncan probably realized it too, but I figured it was enough that it might be worth it to have my cooperation.  He sighed and moved closer.  This time, though my knees threatened to buckle, I held my ground.

“Your family name is Rasputin,” he began.  “The most fam— infamous of your ilk being Gregori Rasputin, architect of the fall of the Tsars.  As it stands, you are his great great granddaughter.  The Rasputins are descended from the eldest daughter of the first known witch Merline.  The name Merlin might sound more familiar as later historians thought it much more suitable that such a powerful historical figure be made into a man.  It isn’t known how Merline came to possess her magickal abilities, but what is known is that she had seven children, and every witch or warlock living today is a descendant of one of these seven children.  However, only the seven descendants deemed to be the legitimate heirs of Merline’s seven children are gifted with her mythical grey eyes.  Sadly, only the Pendragon, Merovingian, Rasputin, and Abiade royal lines have survived the years.”

By the time Duncan had finished speaking, he was right in front of me.  So entranced was I by his history of witches and warlocks that I hadn’t even noticed it until then.  I jumped backwards.

Duncan smiled.  “I mean you no harm, Anastasia.”

“No s-spells.”

His smile became bigger.  “Were it legal for me to subdue you with magick, I would have done so already—probably a sleeping spell.  You are of royal blood Anastasia, if it became known that my grandson placed even a simple calming spell on you, he would be punished severely.”

I could only stare at Duncan.  It all sounded so surreal, this talk of heirs and magic yet there was no hint of anything but sincerity behind his words.  It occurred to me then that I was no longer trembling, but this time my relaxing felt much more natural.  The careful way in which he spoke, the way he moved around me, it gave me the sense that I was someone he held in high regard—someone he cared a great deal for.  Still, there was so much I wanted to know.

“And the vampires…why are they looking for me?”

“Because of the war.  For over 800 years a war was waged between witches and vampires and has resulted in devastating casualties both witch and vampire and human alike.  It is believed that Merline’s very first child died at childbirth, and so consumed with grief was she that she delved into the very dark and twisted magicks to raise him from the dead.  Upon realizing the boy’s murderous need for blood to survive she resolved to kill the child, but her maternal instincts prevailed and she instead banished him to a far away land.  The boy returned a man, and repaid his mother’s mercy with murder.  He claimed to be the rightful heir to her many lands and wealth but was denied by her other children—they chased him away and pursued him until the ends of their lives.  Thus began the family feud that evolved into a most terrible war.  Today a provisional peace treaty exists but there are still groups from both sides who choose to live as though the war continues.  It is those vampires who hunt you.”

“Where were you when they came?” I repeated.  It was the question I wanted answered the most and although I'd spent the better part of his explanations trying to avoid my asking it again, it came out anyway.

Again he breathed deeply and then plopped his large frame onto the icebox.  “I was forced to keep my distance, Anastasia.”

“What?  By who?”

“By your grandmother.  It is my duty to protect you and your mother but I was not to let your mother become aware of my presence—that we knew her location.  And because of that I could never get too close.”

“But I don’t understand.  She made such a big deal of keeping me safe, why wouldn’t she want help?”

“You were never meant to be an heir, Anastasia.  Your mother was a second child; your aunt, Aleksandra, was the first.  Her first born child would have been next in line to inherit Merline’s grey eyes had she not passed away so young.  As your mother’s guardian, I knew that she had always been grateful not to have inherited the grey eyes.  It meant that she was free to live her life however she saw fit.  Free of the burdens and responsibilities.  When your aunt died and you—the only first born Rasputin left— inherited the eyes, she took you and ran.  I can only guess at her reasons, but I suspect that it was because she wanted you to be able to make your own choices—to choose your own life.  Aleksandra did struggle with the limitations…”

“What happened to her?”

His face turned from mine.  “I can say no more. “  He stood up and began to walk into the next room shaking his head.  I followed him.

“I need to know what happened to her.”

He put up his hand.  “I shouldn’t have said as much as I did.”

“I…I order you to tell me,” I said desperately, unsure if it would actually work.

“You wouldn’t,” he said, his nose and forehead now bright red.

I hesitated, but answered.  “I do.”

He lowered his head, and then turned his pain struck eyes to mine.  “She basically took her own life, Anastasia.”

The news hit me like a kick in the gut.  “But why?”

“For misguided love.  Now I’ll say no more, royal blood or not.”

Love?  What boy could be worth your life?  I didn’t understand.  I sat in silence while Duncan turned and wiped his face.  I felt terrible.  It was obvious that he cared a great deal for my aunt, and I’d made him relive what was clearly a painful time.  His pain brought my own back into focus.

“And now my mother is dead too…"  With those words whatever calm I'd managed was shattered, the unbearable pain returning at last, and I collapsed on the floor.  Duncan picked me up and carried me into a bedroom.  He sat with me while I sobbed, loud and deeply, until my eyes and throat both ached from it.

A time passed and then, fighting back tears of his own, he spoke.  "My sweet Elena, Nathan's mother, suffered a similar kind of attack at the hands of those monsters.  For years I believed her gone from this world and it was not until very recently that I learned the truth.  I cannot tell you the pain it caused me.  Your grandmother will likely strip me of my title for telling you this, but I cannot in good conscience do otherwise..."

"I-I don't understand...."

"Anastasia, we searched the house.  There was no sign of your mother..."











Chapter 4

Home


I leaned up from the bed.  I felt I knew what he was implying, but the thought was too ridiculous…

Duncan began to nod his head.  "I wasn’t there with you—"

“But you were there,” I interrupted.  “You saved me…didn’t you?  You pulled him from underneath my bed?  Maybe one of your men?”

His head cocked in surprise. “Anastasia by the time we arrived, the house was empty.  There was no sign of anyone.  Until Nathan’s phone call, we had assumed the very worst.”

“But then, who?  And where did my mother go?  This isn’t making any sense.”

“You’re certain that there was someone else present?” he asked.

I nodded.  “Someone saved me.”

“Then perhaps there is another explanation,” he conceded.  “Is there any chance that you could be mistaken about how bad her injuries were?”

“I don't know, I mean, I saw her lose consciousness.  She was hurt so badly, I guess I just assumed..."

"It is highly possible that whoever saved you came back for her.  If that is indeed the case then she could very well be alive."  He sighed.  “But there is also another very real possibility, and I need for you to hear and accept this now, before your mind closes itself off to it."

I stared at him, unsure if I wanted to hear what he had to say.

He continued anyway.  “Your mother could now be one of them.”

One of them.  The disgust in his voice seemed to echo around the room.  It was the same tone that Nathan had taken when talking about the vampires who attacked his mother.  I tried to let the words sink in—to imagine my mother as one of those things.  I couldn’t.  My reality had been shaken and twisted enough—it had reached its limit.

“No.  She’s alive.  I have to believe that.  I…” I didn’t know what else to say.  As I sat there in silence I could feel my mind scrambling for some way to make this explanation work.  I thought of how resourceful she was.  How she always had a backup plan for everything.  Surely, she’d have enlisted some kind of help, someone who would come in a time of crisis.  It certainly sounded like something my mother would do, and that was enough for me to cling to this hope, wholly and completely.

“Ana—“

“No.” I interrupted.  “She’s alive.”

Duncan opened his mouth to say something more but didn’t.  Instead, he placed his hand on my cheek and wiped away the wetness under my eyes.  “Very well, then. “

With that, he stood up from the edge of the bed and crossed the room, stopping in the doorway.  “Would you like to speak to your grandmother?”

I didn’t hesitate.  “No.”  It was probably irrational this sudden dislike I felt for a woman I'd never met, but I didn't care.  My mother hadn't thought very much of her and that was reason enough for me.

“Very well, but tomorrow we leave for her home in Brighton.  You’ll be safe there.  I believe it’s what your mother would have wanted.”

“It is,” I sighed, remembering what she’d left for me in that yellow envelope.  “I’ve got plane tickets, there’s one for each of us.”

“Three?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Then she did know we were here.  It isn’t a coincidence that your escape led you to this cabin, is it?”

“I guess not.”  My reply sounded indifferent, but in reality his pointing out this fact had sent a surge of hope through me.  “She never intended to come,” I told myself.  If she had, she would’ve had four tickets, not three.  She had always intended on us splitting up, giving me the safer, more immediate route to safety.  Whatever she’d planned for her own escape was probably much more risky—but it was a plan.  I could feel my sprits lift.

Duncan thought on this for a moment as well.  Finally, he nodded, flipping the light switch as he left, casting the room into total darkness.

Loneliness descended upon me like a sudden rain, leaving me scared and defenseless against the night’s horrors.  There were no more distractions, no comforting voices to calm me.  No sooner than he left had the sounds of my mother’s screams quickly filled the room.  I buried my head into my pillow and closed my eyes, but found no refuge there.  Images of mother’s body, barely alive, flashed in front of me.  My breaths became heavy, and my heartbeat thundered in my ears.  I lay trembling in the black abyss of my own torments, begging for sleep to rescue me.

********************

It was Nathan’s face that I saw hovering above mine when my eyes opened the next morning.  He had a bright smile and carried a tray of food in his arms.  He did not speak (as I’m sure his grandfather had ordered), but did conjure up another fiery little butterfly which flew smoky little circles around my head and shoulders.

I forced a smile and when his cheeks reddened, I knew that all was forgiven.  Duncan called for him, so he placed the plate onto the bed and then disappeared out of my room at a run.  Quickly, I emptied the plate of eggs, bacon, and cheese covered grits.  I was surprised by my appetite.  As I stood up, I waited for the crushing pain to stir up inside me, to break me down into tears, but it didn’t.  Instead I felt something new, emptiness.

I walked out into hall and turned into the kitchen.  Two young men that I didn’t recognize were playing cards on the icebox.  Upon noticing my entrance they both jumped onto their feet and leaned over.  I just stared.

“I specifically said not to bow!” Duncan growled as he and Nathan entered from outside.

The two men straightened up, glancing over at me with embarrassed half-smiles.  “Sorry,” said each of them.

“It’s okay,” I replied.  Normally I'd have felt embarrassed too, having people bowing to me when I walked into a room, but strangely, I didn't feel anything at all.

“My local support," Duncan announced.  "Jake and Eddy.  Helped me to…”  Duncan didn’t finish his statement.  Instead, he came over with a large plastic shopping bag and took my empty plate.  “This is everything you’ll need for a shower, including a change of clothes.  Had to guess at the sizes but they should fit well enough.”

I nodded a thank you and retreated into the hall.

"Best be swift though," he called.  "Our plane leaves in a couple of hours.”

It was right then that it struck me.  I was really leaving.  And not only that, but my life was going to be completely different than it had been for the first fifteen years of my life.  A feeling that I couldn't understand came over me.  Tears threatened this time, but I resisted, summoning back the numbness.

I showered quickly, changing into the blue jeans and pink t-shirt that Duncan had bought for me.  Nathan laughed out loud when he saw the fairy princess on the front.  “Grandpa she’s fifteen, not five!”

Duncan shrugged.

Duncan, Nathan, and I loaded up in a large black SUV, with Jake and Eddy following in an old pickup truck.  I watched the little wooden cabin until it disappeared from view.  I tried to keep my thoughts on the present, but it was hard.  I found them drifting between my scary and unknown future as a witch (which hadn’t truly sunk in) or to the fact that a large percent of my heart might forever be unavailable to anyone.

We arrived at the airport in West Columbia much quicker than I would have thought.  The tickets must have been really expensive because we didn’t have to wait in any lines and were rushed past the baggage check.  Within five minutes of arriving we were all seated aboard a small plane and in twenty minutes we were lifting off.

“Man am I glad we’re outta the woods,” breathed Nathan from the seat immediately to my right.  He caught me staring at him.  “Sorry," he followed.  "I didn’t mean it like that."

I turned back to the window and stared down at the vast green forests and yellowed fields.  When my mother and I moved here, it had seemed like the land that time forgot.  I couldn't believe that she was making us live out in the middle of nowhere.  Any semblance of civilization was miles away.  There were only those fields and trees to look at on my way to school, and I just knew that all of my classmates would wear overalls and be missing teeth.  And yet, my time here was the happiest of my life, even with the rules I was too stupid to understand.  I closed my eyes and pictured my mother's face.  I thought about the good times, and despite being in the overwhelming minority, there were some.  She'd finally got me hooked on soap operas this summer; we would take turns shouting at Billy for cheating on adorable Bethany like they were people we really knew.  She refused to believe that I was the lost cause in the kitchen that I constantly proved myself to be.  I totally owned her in Monopoly...

I missed her.  That and the guilt seemed to be the only emotions strong enough to penetrate the emptiness. She'd been willing to lay down her life for mine, and that trumped everything else.  I laid my head back into the seat and closed my eyes.  “I love you mom, and I'm so sorry.”  And in that moment, again fighting tears, I decided that no matter what the future held for me, I’d be my own woman and make my own decisions, just like she would have wanted.  I just prayed that she was out there somewhere.

The sun was setting when the plane finally touched down, defiantly hurling up streaks of purple and orange as the night pushed it away.  Like something out of the movies, a man stood waiting for us in the lobby with a large sign that read “ANASTASIA.”  He led us outside where another large black SUV was waiting.  As Duncan and Nathan loaded my luggage into the back of the truck, I caught the man staring at my eyes.  He looked away, and then sheepishly turned back and bowed.

“I’m sorry ma’am, haven’t ever seen a grey eyed heir in person.”

“It’s okay,” I said again.

I was silent for most of the ride. I probably should have been nervous, but I wasn't.  I certainly had reasons to be.  What if my grandmother hated me?  Then I'd leave.  What if plain old me didn’t fit into this strange world of witches and royalty?  Then I'd leave.  What if this whole thing was going to be one big disaster? Again, I'd leave.  I didn't owe my grandmother anything.

As we merged onto the interstate a sudden calm fell over my body.  It felt good.  I took a look around the truck and found Nathan looking entirely too innocent to be trusted.  I mouthed a thank you and he grinned.

By the time we’d turned off the interstate, the night had completely settled in.  It was blue and cloudless, and the brilliance of the twinkling sky gave me something else to focus on.  But that was only for a short time.  As soon as we passed the small sign that read “Welcome to Brighton,” I had an entirely new set of wonders to look upon.  Huge mansions began to flank the thin two lane highway.  Sweeping grounds—much better suited for Hollywood than any part of Massachusetts I thought—swept into and out of view behind large gates.  Expansive gardens were all lit up and looked like rainbows laid flat against the ground.  I could only stare, while everyone else in the truck got their enjoyment from watching my reactions to the estates, each one seeming to top the last in sheer extravagance.

The truck began to slow.  Now I felt nervous.  The driver clicked on the truck’s inside lights and found me in the rearview mirror.  “Welcome to your new home, 'The Gardens of Wintre.'”

The truck turned onto a paved black driveway that twisted out of sight.  Flanking the driveway were high bushes, all squared off at the top, which blocked all views of the grounds.  We followed the driveway, listening to Duncan go on about how excited everyone would be to meet me.  Once we reached a small part in the tall hedges, the truck came to a stop.  A silver-barred gate guarded a thin granite walkway which too twisted out of sight.

The driver hopped outside of the truck and rushed to my door.  He pulled it open and bowed again.  “After you, princess.”

I stepped shakily out of the truck, and waited nervously for Duncan and Nathan to join me.  They didn’t move.

“Only a member of the family may enter through this entrance, ma’am,” the driver explained.

I glanced back into the truck at Duncan.  “You’ll be fine,” he assured me.  “She’s expecting you.”

I gave him an unsure nod and then turned for the gate.  The truck moved off down the lane and I was alone.  Taking deep breaths, the thought occurred to me that the gate might be locked, that I could be stuck out here looking silly for hours… Thankfully, it opened by itself after only a few seconds of worrying.  I took one anxious step at a time until I was close enough that I could lean my head around the bushes. What I saw took my breath away.

It was beautiful.  Beyond beautiful.

And enormous, seeming to stretch on forever.  What seemed like a hundred pillars separated even more windows, and the way the ground lights hit the glittering white surface of its exterior, it was as if the very building itself was glowing, as bright as any of the stars above.

Once I’d remembered where and who I was again, I started down the thin walkway that led up to the building.  As extravagant as it was, it was even more intimidating, and I spent the entire trip up to the arched entrance staring at my own two feet.

I stood in front of the large glass door in silent awe before another fear took root.  Was I supposed to knock?  I didn’t see a doorbell.  I raised my hand to knock but quickly pulled it back down.  I was not going to be the idiot who knocked on a glass door.  Thankfully, just then, a figure emerged on the other side.  The door slid away and a kind faced old woman smiled tenderly.

“My dear Anastasia, welcome home.”











Chapter 5

Memories


“Are you my grandmother?” I felt pretty silly having to ask.

“Oh no, dear," she replied in a delicate voice.  "I am merely the keeper of the house.  Your grandmother waits for you in her study.  Shall I show you inside?”

Butterflies took flight in my stomach.  “S-sure,” I stuttered.

The woman smiled and stepped aside, giving me my first view of the interior of the mansion.  It was enormous, this main room, and probably bigger than any of the houses I’d ever lived in.  The floor glistened as though permanently wet, and tall, very old looking paintings hung from the walls.  Up from the center of the room rose twin staircases that bent away from one another and met a higher floor which overlooked this room.   Maids had gathered near the railing there and were whispering busily to one another.  I pretended not to notice.

“Come on dear, don’t be shy.”

I stepped inside and immediately the smell of something sweet touched my nose.  It was familiar, I’d smelled it before, but at that moment I couldn’t place it.  The old woman slid the glass door shut behind me and then placed her hand on my shoulder.

“It is good to see you well after all these years.  My name is Helena.  If you need anything, please do not hesitate to call on me.”

“Um, thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“Come now, your grandmother has been very anxious since last night.  She’ll be wanting very much to see that you’re well.”

The woman hurried into a hall off of the main room and I did my best to keep up.  She was much faster than she looked.  Painted portraits lined the first portion of the hall, abruptly followed by a succession of black and white photographs and then colored ones of increasing quality.  I took them in as best I could while trying not to lose track of Helena, but stopped cold when I saw my own face.  I’d never had a picture taken in my whole life.  My mother wouldn’t allow it.  The photograph was just short of the double doors at the end of the hall and when Helena noticed I’d stopped, she turned back to join me in front of it.

“Is that me?” I asked.

“No dear.  That is your aunt, Aleksandra.  I did not want to seem rude by mentioning the resemblance when I greeted you at the door, but it is rather uncanny.  When I saw you last, you were but a baby in your diapers, and I thought then that you looked incredibly like your mother.  Now, it seems to me that you have inherited much more from your aunt than just her eyes.”

I stared at the photograph a moment longer.  “I’d say.”

At her insistence, I left the photograph and turned for the large wooden doors that ended the hall.  Helena gave a light tap and a voice called, but I couldn’t make out exactly what was said.  Helena pushed open the doors and then smiled back at me, waving for me to follow.

I entered what appeared to be a very small library.  Bookcases filled the right side of the room, leaving only space enough for a small fireplace.  A large wooden desk stood immediately to my left and it was there that a very old woman sat.  Her face was damp and her hands were sweeping what appeared to be photographs off of the desk and into a drawer.

“I present the princess, Anastasia Aleksandra Adams of the Rasputin line, rightful heir of Merline, the first,” Helena announced.

My grandmother smiled brightly, unaware that her moist red eyes were betraying her show of joy.  I smiled back, though I wondered if my own smile was as transparent.

“Leave us please,” my grandmother said to Helena with a dismissive wave of her hand.  Helena bowed and ducked back into the hall, shutting the doors behind her.

My grandmother stared at me for a moment.  I tried not to meet her eyes.

“Duncan’s description of you was accurate, indeed,” she began.  “Had I not lost Aleksandra so many years ago, I might assume you were her daughter, and not Natalya’s.”

I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to react.  Sure, we looked alike, but it wasn’t like I knew why.  “Yeah,” I said looking down, “I saw her picture in the hall.”

She smiled with just her lips.  “Tis a running account of all the heirs of the Rasputin royal line.  Your picture will be added soon enough…”

Her smile faded and she shook her head.  “Please allow me to apologize formally for my not greeting you properly.  I should have met you at the door and shown you around myself.  There should be celebrations to mark your return to Wintre, but I’m afraid the reason you’re here has dealt this old woman a rather cruel blow.  It is a pain that I would wish on no woman that she should live to see both of her children pass on before her.  Alas…there is solace in fact that the Rasputin line persists…and in my being granted one last chance to raise a daughter who will not grow up to resent me.”

She reached her hand into the drawer and pulled out a photograph, which she laid flat on the table.  It was a picture of two small girls in fancy little dresses of red and green, both smiling and hugging one another.  She smiled again, and let a tear fall.  “Tis how I will always remember them.”

It had been my full intent to dislike this woman.  I had set my mind upon it.  And yet, standing here alone with her, with my own eyes welling up, I could think of nothing else to do but to run around the desk and hug her.  And that’s exactly what I did.

It was a long time before either of us thought of letting go, but when the time did come, she kissed my cheek and said, “Go and rest now child, I’m sure you’re weary after today’s travels.  Sleep peacefully with the knowledge that no vampires can overcome the old magicks that protect Brighton, and seals them out.  We shall have a proper reunion in the morning.”

She smiled and clapped her hands and Helena came through the door, wiping her eyes.

“It seems that our years together have still not completely cured you of your spying, have they Helena?” my grandmother asked, laughing hoarsely.

Helena shook her head and continued to wipe her face.  “I shall show Anastasia to her room now.”

"Wait," I said, turning back to my grandmother.  "You should know that there is still a chance that she's alive.  It's what I'm hoping."

She bowed her head for a moment, and then smiled up at me from her desk.  "Let us hope then."

Helena touched my shoulder and I turned to follow, hurrying after her again, this time up some stairs and through an ornately decorated sitting room, across an enormous ballroom, up more stairs and finally into a deserted hall.  The air up here was stale.

“This was your mother’s and aunt’s wing of the house.  There are four bedrooms in all up here.  Sadly, your mother’s room was emptied after the…disagreement, but your aunt’s room remains untouched if you would prefer it.  Or, if you would like a room all your own, there are two guest rooms a bit further—“

“I’ll take my aunt’s room.”

Helena nodded.  “It is an excellent choice.  The best views of the gardens and decorative hedges that lie behind the main house can be seen from there.”

Helena showed me through the second door on the short hall, and I felt my jaw drop.  The far wall was made completely of glass, with a slender glass door at its center, leading out onto a wide balcony.  The side walls were dark red like velvet with golden accents along the corners and baseboards.  A bed capable of swallowing me up whole took up the entire right portion of the room, and to my left were a comfy looking sofa, a piano, a small desk and chair, two doors, and a long chest of drawers over which a wide mirror stood. Looking into that mirror now, I could see Helena over my shoulder, chuckling at my disbelief.  This room was amazing.

The only thing out of place was me.  It didn't feel natural to have so much.  Helena touched my shoulder again, seeming to sense my concerns.  “It is yours now.  This is the life you were born to lead."

I nodded hesitantly.

"I’ll leave you to your rest, then.  Sweet dreams, Anastasia.”

After discovering that one of the doors led to a large walk-in closet, and the other to a bathroom the size of my old bedroom, I went over to the enormous bed and let myself fall backwards into it.  “I’m a witch,” I said out loud.  I found myself laughing at the thought of it.  I said it again, this time in a serious manner.  It felt even more surreal.  Like at any moment people were going to jump from behind the curtains with cameras to surprise me, to say that this was all a joke…

If only it were.  My mood sobered as my thoughts turned to my mother and aunt.  Desperate not to focus on the fact that they could both be dead, I tried instead to think about their time here.  What must it have been like to grow up in a place like this?  How did it feel to have a sister?  I’d barely had friends.  But then, that was because of her.  Because she was trying to protect me, I quickly reminded myself.  But why not give me a say?  Why not let me make the decision for myself?  Wasn't that why she took me in the first place?  To keep me from being controlled by someone else?  I could feel the old emotions returning, the frustrations settling back into place, but I quickly pushed them all away.  She deserved better than that from me.

My eyes had just begun to shut when the creak of a moving door jolted them open.  I stood up and searched the room with my eyes.  No one was here.  I went over and pulled the closet door shut and then returned to the bed, this time pulling back the covers, when the noise sounded again.

“Hello?  Is anyone in here?”

No one replied.

Again, it was the closet door that had mysteriously opened on its own.  This time I went inside to investigate.  Something moved past the door.

I stuck my head back into the bedroom and scanned the room again.  Nothing.

“Okay, now you’re
really
cracking up, Ana.  Ghosts too?”  I shook the crazy thoughts from my head and returned to the bed.  Only, it wasn’t how I’d left it.  Sitting on top of the covers was a thin leather bound book with a clasp.  Okay, so there was no way it could have gotten there by itself.  I turned and looked around the room.  “Is somebody in here?” I called.  Still no answer.  I sat down on the bed, carefully undid the clasp, and then lifted up the cover.

The Private Diary of Lexy

Natalya, if you read any of these pages your eyeballs will fall out!

Was this my aunt’s diary?  But how did it get here?  There was only one other page intact, the rest had all been ripped out.  I flipped the first page over and began to read.

October 12

Dear Diary,

Do you believe in love at first sight?   Well I do.  I saw a boy that was impossibly handsome yesterday afternoon while I was visiting the theater with my mother.  He was two rows down from us and he just sort of turned around as I took my seat.  He stared at me for only a few seconds, but I felt my heart stop.  He never turned around again after that, though I could hardly stop staring at the back of his head, and he left the theater before the show ended.  I wanted to go after him, but I knew my mother would never approve of my leaving during the middle of a performance for any reason.  So I spent the rest of the day thinking about what might have been.  

He came to me like something out of a book.  Like Peter Pan! It happened last night.

I had just laid down for bed when I saw a figure on the balcony. I reached for my lamp, and when I turned it on, his face was just above mine.  I watched his eyes search my face.  I couldn’t move.  He was so beautiful.  Not cute, like a couple of the boys at Heathwood, but beautiful.  His skin was pale, and his dark hair blended into the shadows.  But it was his eyes that kept me still.  I was lost in them.  They were green like the fields near the lake when the sunlight hits them in the late afternoon.  I tried to explain to Natalya how his eyes looked (don’t worry I didn’t tell her anything else about him or how I’d met him) and she called me silly for describing any boy’s eyes like that.  I don’t think she’s ever seen a boy like him.

Anyway, I know you’re dying to know what happened next!

I tried to say something, but the words wouldn’t come. I was just moving my lips.  He smiled and told me not to speak.  I listened.  He leaned over and kissed my cheek, and it felt like fire against my skin.  It was hard to breathe.  Then he moved his lips to my neck.  He waited there for a moment, I’m not sure why, but just as I leaned forward to see what he was doing, he kissed my neck, and my entire body shook!  I suddenly felt hot all over and a tingling on the insides of my thighs that I’ve never felt before.   I wanted so badly for him to kiss me again, but he stopped.  He put his lips to my ear and told me “not tonight.”  Then he was gone—

The sound of the closet door springing open again interrupted my reading.  “I know somebody’s here,” I yelled. This was getting creepy.  Setting the book down, I stood up again, and slowly moved toward the closet.  I stopped just short of the door.

“If you’re in there, this is your chance to come out.  I…I won’t scream or anything.  Just come out—“

The lights went out and something moved quickly past me in the dark.  As I turned, the lights flashed back on and the glass door leading out onto the balcony was now wide open.  I hurried outside and searched the balcony, and then ground just below.  When I found nothing there, I looked out into a large garden, and then out farther to an enormous maze of hedges.  There was no sign of anyone.  As my heart began to slow to its normal pace, I looked back over my shoulder to the diary on my bed.  Only now, there was a small sheet of paper on top.

I rushed back inside and lifted the note to my face.   It read:

Hoping you’ll remember…











Chapter 6

Darren


I should have been scared. Terrified.  A stranger had entered my room, watching me from the shadows—capable of doing me any number of nightmarish harms…  And yet, I wasn’t.  Not even close.  As I read my aunt’s description of her mysterious visitor, something strange had happened, his image became clear in my mind.  I could picture the jet black locks framing his face, as clear as if he was sitting on the bed beside me.  I could see his pale face glowing in the lamplight and I could feel the intensity of his green eyed stare.  And it wasn’t just that I thought that I knew what he looked like, I did know.  I knew what his voice would sound like, and I knew how he laughed.  I knew, without wonder or curiosity, that he would look the same today as he had looked then.  I remembered him, this boy I’d never met and what’s more, though I couldn’t explain it, sitting here alone made it suddenly undeniable—somehow, I actually missed him.

********************

“Anastasia…” Helena called, stirring me from my slumber.  Waking up surprised me.   I didn’t remember falling asleep.  I looked around the bed.  No note, no diary.  I searched the floor surrounding the bed.  Nothing there either.  Had he come back for them?  He had to.  I found myself feeling disappointed for having missed his return.  “What is wrong with me?”  This was getting weird.

“Breakfast will be served in an hour,” she continued, pulling back the curtain that stretched across the glass wall.  Morning’s sunlight swept into the room.  “Take a quick shower and get changed.  I have a surprise for you!  Your gown is on the end of your bed!”

Only half listening, I rolled over and buried my head into my pillow.  I was trying to make some sense of last night's memory and the weird emotions that came with it, when two realizations struck.  A surprise?  And did she say gown?  I’d risen to address these very points, just in time to watch her back disappear into the hall.  I crawled across the bed to have a look at what it was they intended me to wear.

So it wasn’t really a gown, gown.  More of a dress:  A navy blue sleeveless little dress with matching colored shoes just beside it.  Still, I didn’t have much experience with dresses either.  Why couldn’t I have started off my new life with a nice pair of jeans or something?

Groaning, I rolled out of bed and stepped over to the glass wall.  Morning provided a much better view.  The grounds, like the house itself, seemed to continue forever.  Paved walkways cut through the gardens, separating large patches of blue and pink, and red and white, with berry filled bushes dotted in between.  Following the main walkway away from the house led my eyes to two large bushes in the shape of giraffes, each facing the other, craning their long necks over the path to create an archway of sorts—an arch way into the wild.  Mighty elephants migrated across the edge of the large field, while proud lions perched majestically on wide stones at its center.  Snakes swirled up from the ground like twisty straws in various places, and ducks spread their wings around a small pond.  Just beyond these animal hedges lay more hedges, these forming tall, thick walls, like those surrounding the perimeter of the estate. The walls of hedges formed a large maze, the kind I’d always thought existed only in cartoons and movies.  But then, I’d thought that about a lot of things until yesterday.  Until…  I forced myself to think positive.  Meanwhile, my eyes had settled on the tall grass that danced in winds along the bank of the wide lake in the distance.  The grass which brought that boy’s face back to my mind, those eyes…

“Anastasia?”

“Huh,” I replied, waking up from my thoughts.  I jumped at the sight of the young girl directly behind me.

“I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said backing up.  Her freckled cheeks were bright red and she only met my eyes for seconds at a time.

“Um, it’s okay.  I just didn’t hear you come in.”

She took a deep breath.  “My name is Aspen McArthur.  I’m your surprise.”

“Okay,” I said, letting my eyes drop down to the large brown paper bag in her right hand.  “What are you surprising me with?”

“I’m here to do your hair and make-up,” she said grinning.  My lack of enthusiasm brought back her shyness.  “If you’d rather have someone else do it, it’s okay.”

“Oh no, you’re perfect,” I said quickly, trying to conceal my hesitation.  What could she possibly know about hair and makeup?  What did I know about hair and makeup?

Once she got me into a chair and had set out all of the contents of her bag neatly around me, all traces of her shyness disappeared.  She moved quickly, touching my eyelashes with this, rubbing on lipstick with that.  In five minutes time she was done and was stepping backwards away from me.  “Wanna have a look?”

I nodded and then turned to look at the mirror behind me.  I almost choked.  She had made me look like some sort of neon cat woman, with painted on whiskers and hideous bright green lipstick.  On my forehead, she’d spelled out the word ‘Aspen.’

“That’s my name,” she reminded me, laughing.  In fact, she couldn’t stop herself from giggling.  “Now will you relax and trust me?”

I nodded and found myself laughing too.

She started again, only this time she was much more talkative.  She explained that her mother and my grandmother served on some council, and that she’d heard them talking about restricting all displays of magic in front of me.  They wanted to ease me into it, she guessed.  That was also how I ended up with her as my stylist, because while most witches use magic for just about everything, she wasn’t old enough yet, and did it the old fashioned way.  Not that her mother allowed her to wear makeup, she clarified, she got her practice from dolling up her older sister.

“Okay,” she said confidently, after spending what felt like an eternity in my hair.  Totally understandable.  “Now turn around.”

I just stared at the face in the mirror.  It was all that I could do.  It was simple really; all she’d done was put on something that matched my natural skin tone. But whatever it was, it was infused with some silvery glitter-like substance that twinkled whenever I moved my head.  It made the grey in my eyes pop.  My hair fell down around my face in elegant curls.  I didn’t recognize myself.

“My goodness,” said Helena from somewhere off to my right.  “You look beautiful.”

Aspen did a bow.

“Oh!” Helena exclaimed, remembering why she’d come.  “Breakfast will be served in ten minutes.  Hurry and get dressed.  Your guests are getting anxious!”

Helena retreated back into the hallway, trailed closely by Aspen.  Ten minutes to get dressed?   I hadn’t even taken a shower!  I began to wonder what she'd think of a slightly smelly princess when another much more pressing thought came to mind.  Did she say guests?

I did it. I’d put on the dress.  After a quick wash up, it was a relief to find that it fit.  Well, for the most part. Whoever bought it had really overestimated how much I could fill it out.  Realizing that my breasts probably weren’t going to grow any in the next thirty seconds, I set off into the hall, and then down the first couple of stairs.  There was a boy waiting at the bottom.

I ducked back into the hall.  That was certainly not Helena.  I peeked back around the corner, feeling every bit the coward that I was.  His hair was blonde and short and he had wide shoulders which his white short sleeved shirt hugged tightly.  He wore light colored khakis, and an annoyed frown.  He was probably forced into this like I was, only he’d gotten the worse end of the deal.  I got an Abercrombie model as an escort, and all he was getting was, well, me.

The click of heels began to echo in the distance.  It was Helena.  Crap.  Now, I didn’t have a choice. I could run back to my room and have her drag me out kicking and screaming (embarrassing), or I could step out with some dignity and face this head on.  “No more being cautious,” I told myself.

“Hello there… No worries, I don’t bite,” said the boy looking up at me.

Crap!  He’d seen me peeking out at Helena.  I smiled and tried to step out confidently.  I could play this off—at least I could have if I hadn’t missed the first stair completely.  Falling didn’t hurt, though I would have taken a bruised arm gladly to avoid the current state of my entire dress being up around my stomach.  His face appeared above mine, and as red as it was, I doubted it was half the shade of mine.

“Are you alright,” he asked, as I manically pulled down my dress.  “It’s alright, I-I didn’t see anything…”

I seriously doubted that, but at the moment I was too mortified speak.  He helped me up to my feet, and I brushed myself off.

“The name’s Darren,” he said holding out his hand.  He had bright blue eyes, and a handsome smile.

Every part of me wanted to make a run for it, locking the door behind me, but my legs stayed put.  Wherever this new found confidence had come from, I was thankful.

“Ana,” I replied, managing to meet his eyes briefly as I shook his hand.

“I’m supposed to be your escort,” he said next.  “I have to say, I wasn’t thrilled about it, but after your little show and tell…”

My eyes widened.

He laughed.  “Too soon?”

“Oh my!  Are you alright Anastasia?” Helena asked, her face bright red.  “I saw everything!  You’re not hurt are you?  Should I call someone to have a look at you?”

“I’m alright,” I replied, feeling embarrassed again.  I’d forgotten that Helena was here.

“Are you sure?” she followed, sounding unconvinced.

I nodded.

“Well, alright then.  Have you both introduced yourselves to one another?”

We both nodded.  Darren’s lips curled into guilty smile.

“Well come on then, everyone’s waiting for you!”

Helena turned and jogged excitedly back into the short hall on the other side of the room.  Darren turned to me and held out his arm.  “Shall we?”

I took a deep breath.  “Okay,” I whispered.  I put my arm into his and we made our way over.

“I should probably tell you this beforehand,” he began.  “Our grandmothers have been best friends since like, the beginning of time, and they’ve had it in their minds, probably since before we were born, that we are destined to be together.  I’m sure they’ve already picked out the names of our children.”

“No pressure,” I said feeling myself blush again.  Darren was hot.

He smiled.  “Oh yes, lot’s of pressure.  You’ll see.”

As we entered the hall, the sounds of voices began to reach us from inside.  My body tensed up.

“How many people are in there?”

“Just about the entire witching community of Brighton.  Most people didn’t think you were ever coming back.”

He must have seen the emotion in my face.  “Listen, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said anything—“

“It’s okay—I’m okay.  Really.  I’m just a little nervous about being the center of attention, that’s all.  I mean, is everybody going to just stop and stare when we walk in?”

He looked directly into my eyes.  “If they do, I’m right here.  Just pretend to tell a joke, I’ll laugh, and we’ll find the quickest way outside.”

“Okay,” I said thankfully.  I felt a bit more confident.

The chatter vibrated the double doors as we approached.  I gripped his arm.  It was like concrete.

“You ready?” he asked, just short of the door.

I took a deep breath and nodded.

He knocked, the doors opened, and hundreds of faces all turned at once.  I felt my heart leap up into my throat.  Darren had told me to do something, but I couldn't remember what—I’d become frozen by the sight of hundreds of staring eyes.  It was awful, like a nightmare…

And then there was applause.  Loud, thunderous applause.  They seemed to surround me all at once, but each of them was smiling.  They were wishing me well, telling me what an honor it was to meet me and how much I looked like my aunt—what a good sign that was.  Still I kept Darren’s arm close, it felt nice to have him near.

Eventually, Darren was able to lead me through the crowd, and over to a table at the center of the room where my grandmother sat with an assortment of elderly ladies.

“At least the worst is over,” I whispered to Darren.

He shook his head.  “It’s about to get sooo much worse.”

“Oh, just look at the two of them,” exclaimed a large pinked cheek woman, standing up from the table suddenly. She wobbled around to greet us.  “A fine pair.  A fine pair!”

Darren released my arm and the woman grabbed him by the cheeks, planting the sides of his face with several kisses.

“Nana, please… in front of everybody?”

I had to cover my mouth to keep from laughing out loud.  Darren’s grandmother then pulled two chairs away from the table. Naturally they were right next to one another.

We sat down.  My grandmother stood up.

“Anastasia, I’d like you to meet The Elder Witches—“

“Katarina, don’t you go boring the girl with talk of councils,” Darren’s grandmother interrupted. “There hasn’t been any real need for these titles of ours for five generations now.  Just a group of gossiping old hens these days.  Let’s hear about this blossoming new…friendship.”

“The girl’s been here a day, and you already have the two of them married?” my grandmother replied with a smirk.

“Look who’s changing their stripes,” said another of the ladies.  “Weren’t you just saying what a handsome couple they’d make as they were walking up?”

My grandmother went pink.

“And look at her, so shy and mannerable, a right bit better than those other hussies he brings by the house,” Darren’s grandmother added.

Darren shook his head.  “You guys are talking like we’re not sitting, like, right here at the table with you.”

His grandmother waved her hand.  “Hush child.  So, Anastasia, how do like Brighton?”

“Um, it’s pretty nice.  I haven’t really seen all that much of it.”

“You hear that Darren?  She needs someone to show her around.  Better catch her before she comes of age, all the boys’ll be lining up then—“

My grandmother cleared her throat loudly.  “This is all very new to Anastasia.  I haven’t gone over with her everything that being a witch, let alone an heir, entails.”

“Oh, my apologies,” said Darren’s grandmother, shrinking noticeably back into her chair.

Darren took advantage of the pause in the conversation.  “Ana was just telling me in the hall that she was really looking forward to seeing the gardens.”

A brown skinned lady laughed out loud.  “Look at that, you’ve scared ‘em off what with all that talk of romancin’.  Good job child, take the first available escape route.”

“Oh yes, don’t mind us old ladies,” Darren’s grandmother added.  “Go out and have some alone time.”  She winked at me.

Darren and I stepped into the gardens just outside the ballroom, taking a seat under a small tree covered in pink blossoms.

“Sorry about that.  Gram can get a little carried away,” he said.

“Yeah it was a little intense.  But then, so is everything about today.  It’s unbelievably weird to go from living in the woods to suddenly being a princess or something.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t imagine getting thrown into this blind.  I’ve lived here my entire life and it still feels like it’s too much sometimes.”

“I’d say you’re doing okay.”

He blushed.  And then so did I.

“Sooo you wanna take a walk or something?” he suggested.

“Um, sure.”

Darren and I walked all the way out to the maze before turning around.  He was easy to talk to.  At first we kept it light, him talking mostly about playing football, me about being terrified of clowns.  But it wasn’t long before the conversation got much deeper.

“Okay, so now that you’re filthy rich and known in witching communities all over the world, what’s next?  Where does Brighton’s heir see herself in ten years?”

He studied me carefully as he spoke and I felt my face flush.   Although there was a light, even playful tone to his voice, I could sense that he was interested in a genuine answer.

“I have no idea,” I shrugged.  “I just know that whatever I’m doing or wherever I am, I want to make a difference in the world—something positive.  That probably sounds corny but it’s true…”  I was staring at the ground now, certain he would laugh at my beauty pageant reply.  I meant it though, I knew enough about being “less fortunate” to know that if I ever got the chance to help others in that situation, I would jump at the chance.

“Not at all,” he replied nodding.  His head was down now as we walked, and a grin lit up his face.  “You’re certainly a breath of fresh air around here,” he muttered.

Barely concealing my own grin, I kept my head down.  I did notice his expression begin to turn, however.

“I’m not supposed to say anything, but I’m sorry for happened to your mom.  I couldn’t imagine.  It’s so tough for those of us who choose to live outside of Brighton.  My uncle, kindest man I’ve ever known, attacked in his bed, dragged outside like some kind of animal…”

The anger was visible in his face and I could hear it in his voice as he spoke.

“I just try not to think about it,” I said.  "It's easier for me to stay positive that way."

He was quiet for a moment.  “I’m sorry, Ana.  I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

I really wished he wouldn’t have.  I’d managed not to think about it much today—not too much anyway—and that was the key to managing I’d found.  I’d been given so many distractions here and I was thankful for that.  I felt the stirring emotion inside and waited for the crippling pain.  For the crying.  They didn’t come.  What did come were two handfuls of water.

Darren stood near the edge of the pond, uncertain of my reaction.

“I can’t believe you would do that!” I shouted.  “Insensitive jerk!”

“Listen…I, I mean I wasn’t thinking…”  He was taking small steps backwards, rattling off apologies and when he was close enough to the water, I pushed him in.

He laughed.  Hard.  “Well, you gotta pull me out,” he said, offering up his hand.

I knew it was a trick, but I gave him my hand anyway.  I made sure I splashed in his direction.  We spent the better part of ten minutes shoveling water at one another, and once we were as soaked as was humanly possible, we crawled onto the bank and laid out next to the duck shaped hedges.

“I don’t think I've had this much fun since I was twelve,” he said finally, laughing.

I stared up at the sky.  I hadn’t ever had this much fun—certainly not this kind of fun.  Being able to do something spontaneous was so new to me.  Everything in my life was always planned out, every minute of every day.  So many rules to follow, procedures to remember…  Was it any wonder that in only a day and a half I couldn’t cry anymore?  Truth be told, I felt relieved not to always be worrying, to know that this was home, that it could be for as long as I wanted to.  Relieved to have another friend.

Well, relief and guilt for feeling relieved.  I tried not to think about it for very long but it wasn’t as easy this time.  “Do you even want her to come back?" said a voice in my head.  “This could all end if she does—“

“What are you thinking about over there?” Darren asked.

“Darren, please don’t bring up my mother anymore.”

His face straightened.  “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

The sun was bright overhead by the time we started back for the house.  As we entered the gardens, he stopped me.

“Listen, I know my grandmother's kinda anxious for us to be a couple, and I could totally understand if that turns you off, but I really had fun today and I didn’t expect to like you as much as I do.  So I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’d really like for us to hang out sometime.”

I stared at this boy in disbelief.  He wanted to spend time with me?  I tried to play it cool, but I could feel my face flushing yet again.  “Uh, um, s-sure,” I stuttered.

That was smooth.

“No pressure?”

“No pressure,” I answered smiling.











Chapter 7

Helpless


The morning’s celebration was ending when Darren and I returned.  Breakfast had been served and finished and the maids were busily moving around the room collecting plates.  My grandmother waved us over.  I followed Darren toward her table, looking over my shoulder at the trail of water we were leaving behind.

The women at her table all broke into fits of giggles as we approached.  Again Darren’s grandmother sprang up from the table.  She looked us over.

“Well, you two certainly had a good time, it seems,” she said with another wink.  “A little romantic swim?”

Darren and I looked at one another and smiled. I stole a glance at my grandmother.   I’d been nervous about returning to her gathering soaking wet, and was wary of her reaction, but there was no need for worry I found, she looked thoroughly amused.

“In any case,” she continued.  “It has been a real pleasure to meet you Anastasia.  You truly are a lovely girl.”

“Thank you,” I answered politely.

“Come on child,” she said beaming at Darren.  “Let’s not wear out our welcome.”

Darren nodded.  “See you later, Ana.  And don’t worry, what happens on the stairs, stays on the stairs,” he laughed.

I felt my face flush once again.  It would get stuck this shade if I wasn’t careful.

My grandmother stood up next and took me around the room for a quick meet and greet with who I guessed were some of the important people I would need to know.  Most were very old, and stared at me strangely when I appeared in front of them dripping wet, but bowed just the same, each expressing how exciting it was to have me home in Brighton.  That, and again how remarkably I resembled my aunt.

It occurred to me, as I watched everyone file out of the ballroom, that it was probably pretty rude of me to skip out on my own welcome party.  On the other hand, it wasn’t like it hadn’t been time well spent.  Darren was amazing.

My grandmother walked me as far as the stairwell leading up to my mother’s and aunt’s part of the house.  I noticed a hint of emotion in her face once she’d stopped short of the first stair.

“The afternoon is yours to spend however you like.  I have some important matters that need my attention, and they will probably take up most of the day.  Whatever you choose to do, please try to be finished by six o’clock.  I want you to meet me in my study so that we can go over a few things.”

“Okay.”

She gave one more thoughtful glance up the stairs and then turned and headed back toward the ballroom.   I upped the stairs at a run, eager to get dry.

********************

I spent the afternoon lounging around my room in an old pair of sweat pants and a t-shirt.  They felt wonderful after having to put on that dress.  “Baby steps,” I told myself.  I had already seen the most of the grounds, so there wasn’t really any need to go exploring.  Besides, I was perfectly content to reminisce about my earlier visit.

Helena rushed me the phone a little after five.  It was Darren.  I wasn’t sure if she was more excited or I was.

“Hello?” I said nervously.

“Hey, I was just wondering if you were going to school tomorrow.”

“Oh, I didn’t know it started so soon,” I answered.  Hadn’t August just started?  “I’ll probably end up starting late or something.”

“Okay, well just let me know if you need a ride.”

“I will.”

Darren hung up.  Helena took the phone and held it close to her chest.  “It’s so nice to have youngsters around the house again!”

She disappeared into the hall and I slipped into silly daydreams about showing up at school with the star quarterback.  Naturally, there would jealous girls who would hate me for it, but I would just magic them into hamsters or something—whenever it was I learned how to do magic. Of course, that was assuming that everyone here couldn’t do magic.   Everyone I’d met so far had been a witch or whatever it is you call a boy witch.  Did Duncan say they were called warlocks?  I tried to imagine a school for witches—would we make potions in chemistry?  Or fly around on brooms for gym?  How cool would that be?

At five minutes to six, Helena arrived at my door.  I followed her down the stairs and through the house until we ended up back at the large double doors that shielded my grandmother’s study.

We didn’t have to knock this time.  The doors parted—by themselves.  Helena led me inside.

The room was dark save for the faint streaks of candlelight that danced across the shelves of books.  My grandmother was seated at her desk, dressed in a black robe, her silver hair tied neatly behind her head.  Her brown eyes sparkled.

“Have a seat, Anastasia,” she said smiling.

I took the seat opposite her desk, and Helena bowed out of the room.  I only noticed her exit because I heard her footsteps moving away—my grandmother held my eyes.  Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight, radiating a power that I could not only see, but feel.

“I am sure that you must have questions about all of this,” she opened.

“Not really,” I replied, feeling shy all of a sudden.  “I think Duncan explained everything earlier.”

“I’m aware of what he’s shared with you.  Surely, you must still have questions?  Like when you’ll be able to do magick?”

I smiled faintly.  “I was wondering about that.”

“I’m sure you have.  Eliza—Darren’s grandmother alluded to it earlier.  Witches must come of age before their abilities begin to emerge.  It usually happens around their sixteenth birthday.  Not very far off for you.”

“But Duncan’s grandson, he can’t be more than ten…”

“Warlocks, or male witches, get their abilities much earlier than girls, but are usually much less powerful.  The exception being attack minded spells.”

Her mention of warlocks had brought Darren to mind.  And his offer to give me a ride.

“I was also wondering about school.  Darren says it starts tomorrow.”

My grandmother frowned.  “I don’t know if school is a good idea, Anastasia.  As an heir, your abilities will come on strong, much more suddenly than your peers.  You would not be able to control them at first.  If it were to happen in a public place…”

“So not everyone here is a witch or boy witch?”  I decided I didn’t like the name warlock, it sounded like something out of a comic book.

“Oh no dear.  Only a very small percentage of Brighton belongs to our witching community.  Though the city was founded by witches as a safe haven after the persecutions brought against us in our former home of Salem, many non-magicking folk have moved here in the time since.  The country was growing, we couldn’t very well shut them out.  We did, however, learn one very valuable lesson from Salem—the importance of keeping our community a secret from those not like us.”

There was a pause before she continued.  “I’m afraid school is out of the question.”

“Stand your ground,” said a voice inside my head.  “I’d really like to start this year.  Whatever happens, I’ll deal with it.”

I saw a flash of annoyance in my grandmother’s eyes.  But when she spoke, her voice was quiet.

“Anastasia, you hardly need school.  Our family is very wealthy—“

“I want to go!” I shouted, pounding the desk with my fist and knocking a couple of the candles onto the floor.

My grandmother looked up at me with stunned eyes.  I was equally as stunned.  Where had that come from?  I wanted to apologize, but something refused to let me.  “Be your own woman,” the voice said.

“If you feel that strongly, then I won’t stop you.”

I’d gotten what I wanted, but whatever this was that had come over me still wasn’t satisfied.  “Another thing,” I continued.  “What happened to my aunt?”

My grandmother turned her face from mine and leaned back in her chair.

I stood up.  “Tell me what happened to her!”

My grandmother stood up next. “Please Anastasia, don’t ask me that.  It’s not something I’m proud of—“

“Tell me!” I shouted again.  “It’s your fault isn’t?  You are why she had to act so desperately.”

Tears began down her face. She moved away from me and I followed her.

“Let me be!” she shouted back at me, lifting her hand toward me.  She shouted something else, and what felt like a wall of air slammed into me, causing me to stumble backwards.

Anger raged inside of me. With a thought, I sent her to the floor.  I walked over to her, this time lifting my hand toward her…

“Anastasia!” Helena shouted from behind me.

I came to my senses.  I gasped as I looked down at my grandmother, cowering beneath me.  I ran.  I pushed past Helena in the doorway and didn’t stop until I got to my room.

I arrived there, shivering.  I couldn’t believe what I’d done.  Those thoughts, those emotions…Where had they come from?  Surely my grandmother would kick me out of her house.  Attacking her like that—it was unforgivable.

As my face became wet with tears, I stumbled over to my bed.  There was a piece of paper on my pillow.

Dear Diary,

Tonight’s the end.  I’ve never felt such a thing as this.  I shouldn’t love him.  I can’t, it’s wrong.  But how can I deny myself this?  Everything in my being loves this boy.  I used to feel so trapped in this life, never being able to pursue the things I’ve wanted.  I’d lost hope.  But now I believe again.  And he’s the reason.  I’m meeting him tonight, in our spot.  This may be my last entry.

I threw it on the floor.  I tried not to think about it, to push all of that craziness from my mind.  I couldn’t.

I stood up, wiping my face.  I walked over to the glass wall and gazed out at the night sky while I gathered my thoughts.  My eyes settled on the maze of hedges.  “Our
spot,” I thought.  Our spot?  No, their spot.  “What is wrong with me?  Am I losing it?”  I ran back to my bed and buried my head under the pillows.

I tried to calm myself, but it was no use. My heart was pounding in my chest.  It was all I could do just to keep still.  Memories flooded my mind, but these weren’t my memories…  I could picture the spot in my head.   I could see him there moving toward me.  I could feel his kiss on my lips.

Something in my heart—my soul, yearned for him.

I got up.  I ran out into the hall, downed the stairs, and crossed the floor into the ballroom.  I found the backdoor and rushed outside.

It was a windy night, and the air felt cool against the wetness on my face.  I didn’t know where I was going exactly but that didn’t slow me down.  I moved quickly through the gardens and past the animal shaped hedges.  I only stopped because I ran into a wall—literally.

The outer walls of the maze stood up tall in front of me.  It occurred to me that I had no idea where the entrance was, and that it would probably take hours to walk the perimeter of this massive thing.  I looked back at the house, lights were coming on.  I didn’t have much time.

“Go right.”

I did.  I ran as fast as I could, following the wall until it gave way to a small archway near the end.  It was dark inside the maze, and eerie sounds passed easily through its walls, reaching me at the entrance.  It was terrifying, and yet as I struggled to keep still from the shivering, I knew that I couldn’t turn back now.

I darted off into the dark of the maze.  I turned left and then right and then left again.  I had no idea whether or not I was making any progress.  My thoughts told me where to go and I listened, praying that I didn’t get lost in here.

The maze began to take its toll.  The deeper I got, the darker it became; the walls seemed to grow in size, casting their shadows onto the floor below.   Would this maze ever end?  It felt like I’d been running for days.  My lungs were burning, my head throbbing with the rapid pulse of my heart.  I wanted to stop, to lay here until somebody found me, but I couldn’t.  Something inside pleaded for me to keep going.  Stumbling and out of breath, I continued.

Finally, the walls began to shrink, disappearing into the ground and revealing a large open area.  But I was exhausted.  I’d gone far beyond my limits and now felt myself on the verge of passing out.  The world became blurry and what I could see seemed to spin around me.   There was something large and white ahead of me, if I could just make it there…

I reached it, somehow.  Pure willpower.  Though it didn’t feel like my own.  I sat down against the edge of the large white shimmering thing and closed my eyes.  “Open them,” shouted the voice in my head.  I forced my eyelids to part.  As my body recovered from the exhaustion, my eyesight got a little better.  Everything was still blurry, but it had at least stopped spinning.  I looked around me. Nothing.  No one.

I was alone.  After all of that, there was no one here.  Disappointment began to claw at my insides and I found myself crying, again.  Desperate thoughts flashed in my mind.  “Had I missed him?  Was I too late?  Had he ever been here?  He had to have been.  Keep looking. I’ve got to get up and keep looking for him.”

I forced myself to my feet.  I felt light headed and couldn’t keep my balance.  My body gave out.  I fell backwards and something caught me.  I stared up at his bright green eyes and smiled.  I’d done it.

“You remembered,” he spoke softly.

I nodded and the world faded to black.











Chapter 8

Manipulated


When my eyes opened, a dozen faces hovered above mine, each suddenly relieved.  “Oh thank goodness,” said one of them.

I was back in my room.  I recognized Darren’s grandmother in the group huddled over me.  She smiled and touched my hand and then stepped away.  With my eyes, I followed her over to another group.  This one included my grandmother and Helena, and a very tall woman with long jet black hair, among others.  They were very animated in whatever they were discussing, that is, until Darren’s grandmother arrived, at which point they each turned to face me.  The tall dark haired woman strode over quickly and the group surrounding my bed parted to give her space.

“Well hello there,” she said, smiling. “Pushed our self a little too hard did we?”

I just stared.  What happened to me?

“Anastasia, would you mind if you and I have a few words?” she asked sweetly.   The woman had a kind face, and an accent haunted her words, reminding me of my French teacher back in Pelion.

“Okay,” I answered.

The woman turned from me and nodded at the others.  Each of them began to move toward the door.  My grandmother watched me with concern as she moved with them, lingering an extra moment before passing through the doorway.

The woman took a seat on the bed next to me.  She smiled again once everyone had left the room.  “My name is Genevieve.  I am sorry that I could not attend your welcome party yesterday, I had urgent business in Prague...“

She paused when she noticed that I was staring at her eyes.  “We have something in common, do we not?”

“You’re…like me,” I managed.

“Indeed.  I am the heir of the Merovingian line of witches.  As you may have guessed from my accent, my native safe haven is located in France.  Have you ever heard of Marseille?”

I shook my head.

She laughed.  “It is all right.  When you are feeling better, perhaps you would like to visit. Or perhaps I shall accompany you in your first official visit to your family’s native haven, in St. Petersburg.  The witching community there was especially fond of your aunt.”  She was still smiling once she’d finished speaking, but there was something more than friendliness behind her eyes now, a strange intensity that made me uncomfortable.

“I-I’m just getting used to being here,” I muttered.  Not entirely sure how to respond, I had said the first thing that came to my mind.  Anything to break that painful stare.

“Now, now, you musn’t neglect them.  It is like choosing one child over another.”

“You make it sound like they belong to me,” I replied.

“Of course,” she said with a surprised tone.  “Have they not made you aware that this haven is your inheritance?  When you are twenty five you will be made lord of the witching community both here and in St. Petersburg.”

“Oh,” I said in astonishment.  “I thought it was just for show like they do in England.  I didn’t know I’d really be like a queen or something.”

“Do not let it trouble your mind.  It feels overwhelming to you now, but you will be more than prepared to assume the responsibilities of your title when the time comes.  Shall we come to reason why I am here tonight?”

“Okay,” I replied nervously.  I sat up a little in my bed.

She stood up.  “You are at an age where you are still maturing, Anastasia.  Not only physically but mentally as well.  As we speak, your mind is undergoing the changes necessary to become more attune to the rhythms of nature.  Soon, you will be able to manipulate it—simply put, magick.  As a grey eyed heir, you will find yourself extremely competent in one area of witchcraft—your affinity.  My affinity, as it has been for most of my ancestors, deals in the restorative properties of nature.  The arts of healing.

“Like a doctor?”

“Very much.  Only not a doctor, think of me as the doctor.  It is in this capacity that I visit you now.  For some, the transition from child to adult witch can be more difficult than others.  Your grandmother contacted me in regard to your acting strangely.  Are you aware of the behavior she’s referring to?”

I shifted nervously in my bed.  I’d been acting strangely?  Is that how I ended up here?  I tried to focus on the events leading up to now but could only find bits and pieces.  It was like a shroud had been thrown over my brain, and I was forced to move around inside my own mind in total darkness.  The only thing I remembered was that I was running—but why?  “I honestly can’t remember much,” I said.  “I don’t even know how I ended up here.”

She bit her lip and then became quiet for a moment.  “What is the last thing that you can remember?” she asked.

I ignored the blank spot in my memory and looked back to the last thing that was clear.  “Darren,” I replied.  “He’d called about…um, about school.  Wanted to know if I needed a ride.  I told him that I wasn’t sure about school yet.”

She nodded her head.  “Was the prospect of going school something that caused you anxiety in your old life?”

I lowered my head and nodded.  “Before all of this, I was wondering if I’d get to go to high school with my friend Jasmine.  We were always moving, so when school let out, I wasn't sure if I’d ever see her again.  I’ve never had much luck with friends, so it was a big deal I guess.”

“I understand.  It makes sense then that that is your last memory,” she said, sitting down on the bed again. “Tell me, during the time that you can remember, did you hear any voices?  Or feel emotions that you didn’t understand?”

Had her expression not been so serious, I might have laughed.  Voices?  Seriously?  “Not that I can remember.”

She exhaled and gave me a big smile.  “Give me a moment.”

She stood up again, and started for the door.

Her questions had made me anxious.  “Am I alright?” I asked.

My inquiry stopped her in her tracks.  She turned around with another big smile.  “Oh, yes.  You have experienced drastic changes in the last couple of days.  I can only imagine the stress you must be dealing with.  I am sure that you just lost your head for a moment.  It must have gotten to be too much for you. You needed a break so you ran.”

“Lost my head?  You mean I went crazy or something?”

“Only as a reaction to stress.  Everyone deals with loss in their own way.  It also accounts for your not remembering, your conscious mind was not in control.”

Her reference to my mother’s attack had sapped all the fight from within me.  “And that’s why you asked whether I was hearing voices?”

She laughed.  “No, no.  That part is quite ordinary.  When you inherited your aunt’s eyes, you also inherited a small part of who she was.  Her thoughts and emotions were passed onto you, to be preserved in your subconscious.  As you enter into maturity, these thoughts and emotions can sometimes rise up to the surface.  Do not worry yourself, after a while everything settles out, and they are buried deep into your psyche as is intended.  I-I was just relieved that you did not have deal with that right now. You have already got so much to—”

“You’re lying,” I interrupted.  I don’t know how I knew, but I was certain.  It was as if it was written on her forehead in bright red ink.  “That’s not why I remember things or hear voices.  That is not ordinary...You know about me, and you’re afraid that history’s going to repeat itself.  You’re trying to make me forget him.”

Having been visibly astonished during most of my rant, her entire body tensed at my reference to him. But that was only for a short time, she quickly regained her composure.  Lifting her hand toward me, she spoke a couple words under her breath.  As I watched my grandmother step into the room, I began to feel woozy.  Weakness flooded my limbs and the next thing I knew, the back of my head had crashed into the pillows behind me.

“What are you doing?” I heard my grandmother shout.  I was still conscious, but barely.

“I am sorry,” Genevieve replied.  “What you said on the phone, it’s all true.  I would never have believed it possible.  But there’s more.  Being here has somehow triggered her maturation too.  Her mind was fighting off my memory spell without her even telling it to.  It was literally effortless—I have never seen anything like it.  She has not learned to control them yet, but her abilities are already present.”

“But how?  She’s only fifteen.”

There was a pause before Genevieve spoke again.  “Katarina, she’s…”

“What...?  What is it?”

Her voice dropped to a whisper.  “I did the tests three times as we spoke.  And all three times the same conclusion.  She’s a conjurer, Katarina.”

“Im-Impossible!” my grandmother squeaked.

“We must keep a calm head about all of this—how else did you think her capable of—“

“A calm head?” my grandmother interrupted.  “It is practically a death sentence!  I won’t lose her too!”

“Shh! The others are just outside!”

“I only just got her back, Genevieve.  She could be all that I have left.”

“Then you must be strong for her.  We are friends before anything else, you know this.  Your granddaughter’s secret is safe with me.  But we must make the difficult decisions.  You called me here because of him.  You were afraid that she might end up like Aleksandra.  That should be our first priority.  However, this will call for more potent magick.”

“You mean to suggest that you have more experience with that kind of magick?”

“It seems we all have our secrets, do we not?  All witches have the ability to tap into the unnatural magicks to some small degree—what are rare, are those witches with significant access, those which we consider to be “conjurers.”

“All witches?  But aren’t we bound by the laws of nature, by what is naturally possible?”

“Do you think it natural that a witch can forcibly calm another by reciting a few words…?  Precisely.  It is so common a spell that we don’t even think to realize that it is drawn from whatever power fuels unnatural magick.  Instead of running from this truth, I have chosen to accept it—to explore the ways in which I can utilize it to my own benefit.  I am no conjurer by any stretch, but I’ve learned a great deal during my private sessions.  I have the ability to further shield her from her memories of him.  After that, I will go about suppressing her abilities—the powers she will wield are not meant for a child.  It should give us some time to formulate less drastic solutions.”

“What you’re suggesting, that’s possible?”

“It is unnatural magick, Katarina.  Nothing is impossible.  But even still, you must be careful to keep an eye on her.  Her abilities may still pop up from time to time, particularly during times when she’s feeling emotional.  Tell her something to sate her curiosity and use whatever means necessary to keep him from telling her the truth about who she is.  Her being a conjurer is enough of a problem without adding that complication.”

“It’s just…It’s just that I promised myself that this time would be different.  That I would not jeopardize my relationship with her for anything.  If she were to discover that I did this…”

“Better angry and alive, than fond of you and dead,” said Genevieve.

There was quiet after that.  My grandmother finally spoke.  “Do what you must.”

And then I felt nothing at all.

********************

I woke to find the glass door leading out to my balcony ajar, the cool nighttime breezes from beyond caressing the sides of my face.  I stood up to close it.  My legs weren’t steady but I managed to shut the door before losing my balance.

Something caught me.  I freaked.

“Shh,” said a boy’s voice.  I turned to find the most stunning set of green eyes I’d ever seen.  Somehow, they calmed me.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He looked confused.  “Who am I?  But you came, you said that you remembered… didn’t you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.  Y-you shouldn’t be here.”

“I don’t understand, earlier—Get back in bed.  I’ll explain everything once they’ve left.”

“Once who’s left?”

He didn’t answer.  Instead, he guided me back to the bed.  My bedroom door opened and he disappeared into the shadows on the other side of my room.

Seconds later, a man peeked inside my door.  “You’re awake?” he asked.

“There’s someone in here,” I answered, pointing to the last place I’d seen the mysterious boy.  Two men stormed inside and flipped on the light switches.  The room was empty, but my balcony door was open again, and I could feel the breezes against my face once more.











Chapter 9

Safe


“Open your eyes, pretty one,” the voice spoke softly.

My heart froze in my chest.  It couldn’t be… It’s not possible… I’m safe… I’m safe… I’m safe…  

Fingertips moved across my face and still I kept my eyes shut.

“Let me see your eyes, pretty girl,” he repeated, sounding slightly less patient than before.

I shook my head.  This isn’t happening…

His hand moved down my face until his fingers reached around my neck.  “This can all be over if you simply show me those eyes of yours.”

I panicked.  Trembling beneath his grip, I opened them, letting the tears streak down my cheeks.  I saw nothing but him.  “Please,” I begged.  “Don’t hurt me.”

Blood red eyes gazed into mine, while the lips on his scarred, colorless face curled into a wicked grin.  “Finally, I’ve found you.”

“Please…”

In one swift motion, my head was tilted back and he was lunging, open mouthed, for my neck.  His teeth cut like knives into my flesh and the searing pain echoed in every corner of my body.  The pain was excruciating.  I screamed…

“Shhhh,” said my grandmother.  “It was only a dream.  I am here now—you are safe.”

I leaned up in my bed.  Frantically, and still trembling, I searched the room with my eyes.  “I’m
safe,” I told myself again.  I turned to face my grandmother.  “It felt so real.”

She nodded sympathetically.  “I know, dear.  I’ve been just across the hall.  You’ve been sleeping restlessly since yesterday.”  She sighed heavily.  “I’m afraid I’ve been very careless in my dealing with your situation.  I should have never thrown that breakfast party—I should have given you time to adjust—to heal.  Finding you like that, it gave us all quite a scare.”

“Finding me like what?” I asked.

My grandmother’s head dropped and she took hold of my hands.  “Ana, we found you passed out in the maze.  You were in terrible condition.  If not for Genevieve and her healing magicks…”

I searched my mind for the memory of what she was saying to me.  Nothing.  My grandmother must have sensed this.  “Genevieve said that you would likely have no recollection of the episode.  It is a common symptom of anxiety attacks—I don’t suppose you remember her either?”

I shook my head.  “I had an anxiety attack?”

She nodded.  “It is perfectly understandable, given your circumstances.  But it is also the reason I felt it best to cancel your plans for attending school this year.  You should rest.”

I shook my head again.  “If I sit at home, I’ll just constantly think about what happened in South Carolina.  I won’t be able to escape it.  I’ve been the “new kid” a lot— I know how to deal with that.  Besides, if—when my mother shows up, she’ll be glad to see that I haven’t given up on school.”

My grandmother looked unconvinced.

“Please, I’d just be an emotional, depressed, mess if I sit at home all day,” I added.  “School would be a welcome distraction.”

That seemed to strike at something inside of her.  “Very well.  But under one condition.”

“Okay.”

“Promise me, that if you begin to feel anxious, or start to show any signs of mental fatigue—“

“Mental fatigue?” I interrupted.

“Sudden emotions or urges…even hearing voices—hear me out.  If you experience any of these things, promise me that you will let me know immediately, even if you have to come home from school.”

I just stared.  She was serious.  That nightmare was terrible, but it wasn’t anything close to hearing voices.  That said, if I was “out of it” enough to pass out in the maze—of all places—and not remember why or how I got there, could I really say that I wouldn’t?

“I promise,” I said.  “I’ll come straight to you.”

“Very good,” she smiled. “Ana?”

“Yes?”

“You know that I would do anything in my power to protect you, right?  That that is my number one priority?”

I nodded.

“Always remember that.  Always.  I’d see myself dead before I’d allow anything, or anyone, to hurt you.”

I took notice of the fact that she stressed ‘anyone.’  "Did they catch that boy who snuck up here earlier?"

"Oh yes, just one of the local boys anxious to get a look at you.  I cannot imagine how he got around all of our security—anyhow, that has been corrected.  I have no doubt that his intrusion is partly to blame for your sudden nightmares.  Again, I must apologize for my carelessness.  Did he say anything to you?"

"He wanted to know if I remembered him," I replied.  “It's weird because I wasn't scared like I probably should have been.  I just knew that he shouldn't be here.  I can't shake the feeling that I did know him somehow—I don't know."  I shook my head.  "Anyway, it's hard to believe that anybody would go through so much trouble just to speak to me."

"You are far more special than you know, child.  Now, enough of that.  It is time for you to rest."

She touched my hand and whispered something.  Calm fell over me and I took a deep breath.  “I pray that this will keep your dreams peaceful,” she said, before standing up from the bed.  As she moved for the door, I let my head fall back onto my pillows.  My thoughts were still on school.

“When does school start, again?” I asked, catching her just before she’d reached my doorway.

“Tomorrow morning, if I’m not mistaken.” She chuckled.  “Better get your rest.”

She flipped off the light switch, and I rolled over, wondering what tomorrow would be like.  I just prayed that I would be okay.  “No voices,” I told myself.

Something tickled the side of my neck.  I jumped out of bed.  It was only the wind.  Somehow, my curtain had been pulled back and my balcony door left open again, allowing the night air to slip through unimpeded.  Weird.  It wasn’t like that a minute ago.

Maybe it had.  Maybe I just hadn’t noticed it before.  I moved around the bed, and over to the glassed wall.  My eyes settled on the maze of hedges, they were enormous.  What was I doing in there?  Then, as if to answer, my eyes shifted to the lake in the distance.  My heart began to pound in my chest and my knees began to wobble.  I left the curtains open and stumbled back into bed.  Was this an anxiety attack?  I grabbed a pillow and wrapped my arms around it.  “Breathe,” I told myself.  “Just breathe.”  I closed my eyes and saw my green eyed stranger there; he smiled at me, and I was calm again.











Chapter 10

Enemies


“Up!  Up!” shouted Helena.  “Darren will be here in twenty minutes!”

I rolled over and buried my head beneath the pillows.  There were few things I hated more than waking up early.

Peeking outwards, I watched as Helena pulled back the long curtain over the glassed wall.  Morning bathed the room in a warm, soothing light.  Too bad its effects were only skin deep.  A familiar knot had settled into my stomach—once again I’d be the new kid.  Sure, I’d talked a big game in front of my grandmother, and I hadn’t lied, I really did know how to deal, but that didn’t make the prospect of starting over again any less awful.  “This time will be different,” I reassured myself.  Easy, even.  Heck, practically the whole town had showed up to my welcome party.  Of course, I hadn’t stayed around long enough to really get to know anyone.  Just Darren.  I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of him.  He made this time different.

“And what might I ask has you grinning so hard?” asked Helena.

“Nothing, just excited about school,” I lied.  I felt myself blush.  I’d completely forgotten that she was in the room with me.  I seemed to be making a habit of doing that whenever my thoughts were with Darren.

I hadn’t noticed the shopping bag on the end of my bed either.

“You bought me some clothes?” I asked.

“Well, you have to wear something, don’t you?  Next time, you and your grandmother might do well to let me know what you’re planning a little sooner than the night before.  It’s been a hectic morning trying to get everything in order...”

Helena’s fussing had all the ferocity of a growling kitten.  I crawled across the bed and peeked at what was inside the bag:  a pair of designer blue jeans, bright white tennis shoes, and a t-shirt with an enormous cowboy grinning stupidly across the front.

She eyed the t-shirt.  “I didn’t know what you liked—I figured since you have spent some time down south that you might like cowboys?”

I couldn’t resist a small chuckle at her expense.  “I can honestly say that they’re the nicest clothes I’ve ever had.”

Helena’s face turned pink.  “Oh, well alright then.”  She moved toward my chest of drawers.  “So, you are feeling better then?” she followed.

“I think so.”

“Even with the intrusion?”

I nodded.  “That was weird.  I can’t shake the feeling that I knew him.”  Thinking about him brought forth a warm, familiar feeling that felt strange.

Helena just smiled as she set out a towel and two wash cloths on the edge of my bed.  She started for the door.  “Take a quick shower and get dressed.  You don’t want to be late for your first day.”

“The heart never forgets.” 

The words had reached my ears like a whisper on a faint breeze.  It was Helena’s voice, at least, it sounded like it could have been Helena’s voice—she’d already left the room.  It sounded a lot like the line from some sappy love long.  I shook my head.  Get it together Ana.

********************

“No speeding,” my grandmother remarked sternly, her voice echoing in the empty ballroom.  She eyed Darren closely.

“I never speed, Mrs. Adams.”

My grandmother shot him a look before continuing.  “You are not to deviate from the agreed -upon course.  You are to take her straight to school and then bring her straight back here.  You will not, on either trip, make a stop at your family’s seldom used boathouse—I trust the reason for this request is self-evident.”

Darren’s face turned bright red and he nodded.

“Very well, then,” she said with a sigh.  When she turned her attention to me, standing beside him, her face softened.  “Have a wonderful day, sweetheart.  And please remember what we discussed last night.”

“I will.”

No sooner had the words left my mouth, had Helena come running in with a telephone, handing it to my grandmother.  She spoke briefly into the receiver and then hastily excused herself.  This left Darren and I alone in the ballroom.

“Nice shirt,” he said with a smirk, pointing to the grinning cowboy.

“Yeah, Helena thought I’d like it,” I said grinning.  “I don’t think she read the back though..."

I turned and he read aloud, “Mamas don’t let your babies grow up to ride cowboys…Nice.”  He laughed out loud.  “Explains the goofy grin.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, better get going,” he suggested.  “We’re already running late.”

I followed him outside.  We walked a short distance to a small parking area flanking the house where his SUV was parked.

“That’s very red,” I commented.

“All my cars are,” he returned, nonchalantly.

“How many do you have?”

“Oh, just three.”

“Just three? And you’re aware of the fact that you can only drive one at a time?”

“You say that now,” he said grinning.  “But wait ‘til you get your license.  You’ll be whipping around here in a Ferrari or something.”

I shook my head.  “I could never spend that much on a car.  My mom did her best, but there were times when I was a lot younger when we’d have to split a can of soup.  I know what it feels like to go to bed still hungry—I’d rather give that money to someone who needs it.”

There was complete silence after that.  Way to go Ana.

“I’m sorry,” I said, staring down at my shoes.  “I shouldn’t have said anything—I mean, who am I to stand here and preach to you—“

“It’s okay,” he said, smiling awkwardly.  “You’re right—“

“Well hello there!” shouted the enormous Latino boy who had just popped his head through a backseat window.  “This is the first time Darren here’s ever picked a girl up for school before.  You must be special.”

“Shut up, Carlos,” Darren sighed.

“Dude, she might even be the one!”

“Ignore him,” Darren suggested, shaking his head as we rounded the truck.  His voice dropped to a whisper.  “He’s not one of us, so no witch talk.”  I nodded and he opened my door, practically lifting me up to my seat.  I pretended not to enjoy it.  I doubt I did a very good job.

“I don’t mind sitting in the back,” Carlos announced once Darren had climbed into the driver’s seat.  “But you do remember what you said last week, right?  You know, Bro’s over—“

“Dude!” warned Darren.

Carlos dissolved into laughter.  “Okay, I’m done.  I swear.”

I watched Darren as we followed a thin paved lane back toward the main road.  It was quickly becoming apparent, given various statements made by his grandmother, my grandmother, and now his friend Carlos; that the version of Darren I was getting to know, wasn’t quite the same boy everyone else here knew him to be.  Not that I minded.  If anything, I thought it was sweet of him to try to impress me.

As we moved along the two lane highway, Carlos and I took turns pointing out mansions.  He explained that he’d never been this far into “Old Brighton” before because he’d only ever been to Darren’s house, and that was right on the border.

“Old Brighton?” I wondered aloud.

“Yeah,” he replied, grinning.  “You rich kids get to stay here in freakin' paradise, while the rest us are forced to live in the most boring place on earth—New Brighton.”  He turned to Darren.  “Why are you so quiet today, man?”

“You do enough talking for the both of us,” Darren responded.  Carlos hooted and gave him a light punch on the shoulder.  Darren looked over at me, smiling that confident smile and I felt my heart flutter.

“Man I can’t wait to see London!”

“London, England?” I asked, turning around in my seat.

“Huh?” said Carlos.

“You said that you can’t wait to see London.”

He shook his head.  “I didn’t say anything like that.”

I turned to Darren.  He shook his head.  “I didn’t hear him say anything, Ana.”  Even still, he shot Carlos a knowing look.

I turned back around, and stared at Carlos.  I searched his eyes; it was the way my mother used to check to see if I was lying.  He held up for a moment, but then his eyes dipped downward.  "I know what I heard," I said calmly.  This time he didn't offer a rebuttal.  In fact, he didn't say anything else at all.

Like Carlos had predicted before our disagreement, the moment we passed into the part of town called “New Brighton,” the two lane highway twisted to the left and quickly became four lanes, with the large mansions being replaced by abandoned strip malls and dingy looking fast food restaurants.  The town had an inherent deadness to it that was palpable, especially evident in the faces of people who were riding in adjacent cars or listlessly crossing the street.

The school turned out to be the exception.  It looked like a small college.  Four small buildings surrounded one very large building, with an enormous football stadium looming in the background. We turned by the sign that read “Heathwood Academy High School,” and followed a line of cars past a fountain and up to the front of the largest building.  As the truck slowed, I realized that I was getting dropped off.

“We’ll be in building four, so we probably won’t see you until lunch,” Darren said.

“How will I know where to go?”

“Just tell them that you’re a new student."  He winced.  “They’re gonna make you sit through freshman orientation though.”

“Okay,” I conceded with a nervous sigh.

The cars behind us began to honk their horns so I stepped out of the car.

“It was nice to meet you Carlos,” I said politely, an attempt at making up.  He didn’t answer.  He was staring at me like I was an alien or something.  The SUV began to pull away and Carlos kept staring.  I must have really made him upset.

At the top of the stairs, standing in front of the wide glass doors, were a group of girls in navy blue shirts and extraordinarily tight fitting khaki pants.  One of them stepped up to greet me.  “Is this your first time at Heathwood?”

I nodded.

“Great!” she said with a big smile.  It was so wide it startled me.  And annoyed me a little.  False niceness was one of my pet peeves.  “Let me escort you—“

“I’ll take this one Meagan,” said a tall, slender girl with sand colored hair as she stepped forward from the group.  I couldn’t help but stare.  She was stunning.  Her hair reached the middle of her back and her eyes were like big drops of the caramel on either side of her face.  She smiled at me too.

“Follow me please.”

I did as she asked.  She led me into the building, past a boy in a bumblebee costume (who I could only hope was the school mascot) and into the first door on the right.  We had arrived in what looked to be the main office; a long barrier separated three long lines of students from two middle aged men and a very feisty looking elderly woman who was leaning over a microphone.

“Students with late registration must wait until all registered students have received schedules.  No exceptions!”

The woman seemed to be looking directly at us when she said the last part.  My guide rolled her eyes and waved me toward the School Secretary’s office.  I followed her with my feet; half the boys in line had followed her with their eyes.

“Hello, Mr. Bonderman,” she said in a sugary sweet voice.

“Oh, hello Ms. McArthur,” he replied, visibly flustered.  My eyebrows jumped at her last name—so this was Aspen’s older sister. She must be a witch too.

“What can I do for you today?” he continued.

“My cousin arrived in town only two days ago and could really use a copy of her schedule.”

He looked at me and muttered something about this not being his job.  “I’ll have to check her status.  What’s your name?”

“Anastasia Aleksandra Adams.”

“Okay...Ms. Adams, it appears that we've only received your records just this morning.  I’m afraid we won’t be able to do anything until after all the pre-registered students have been assigned classes.”

That didn’t sit well with my guide. She frowned and then whispered something under her breath.  “Cheating on your wife while she’s in the hospital?  Shame on you Mr. Bonderman.”

All the color drained from Mr. Bonderman’s face.  Mine too.

She shook her head.  “ICU Section 4, Room 223.  Am I right?”

Mr. Bonderman just stared.  Perspiration had begun to show on his forehead and his lips trembled when he tried to speak.  “W-what do y-you want?”

Her voice regained its sweetness.  “Schedule please.”

Mr. Bonderman looked to me and I quickly looked away.  What had just happened?

Thirty seconds later I was being led out of the office, schedule in hand.  She seemed uninterested in me now and I wondered if her willingness to help wasn’t just an excuse to go torture Mr. Bonderman.  She informed me that she would escort me to the auditorium for orientation, but added that if I needed more help after that, not to come looking for her.  But that was hardly the information I was interested in at the moment.

“What happened back there?” I asked her as we walked.

A guilty smile spread across her face.  “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.”  I looked over my shoulder and then lowered my voice. “Was that magic?”

She shook her head.  “We don’t discuss that here.”

“He didn’t deserve that,” I said as we approached the auditorium doors.

She stopped in her tracks and spun around to face me.  There was a crowd gathered here and we now had their full attention.  “Before you go feeling all sorry for Mr. Bonderman, know that his wife has terminal cancer and he goes around hitting on high school girls like he’s seventeen.  That is the very definition of a creep.  Secondly, if at any point in the future you should wonder what you did to make me hate you like I do, just know that it probably had something to do with you showing up to school with my ex—“

“Is everything okay here, London?” asked a silver haired woman who'd just stepped out of the auditorium.

“Yes, Mrs. Moorer,” she answered innocently.  “I was just telling one of our new students what’s what here at Heathwood.”











Chapter 11

Fireworks


Mrs. Moorer nodded her approval.  “You’re always so helpful, London.”  She tilted her head in my direction.  “You’re lucky to have such a model student showing you around.  I’ll take you from here.”

Lucky?  I felt like I’d just been kicked in the stomach.  Twice.  As Mrs. Moorer guided me through the auditorium doors, I could feel London’s eyes boring into the back of my head.  I was sure her innocent smile had faded by now, and no part of me wanted to face her again.

The auditorium was enormous, with a large balcony overhead, a long wooden stage at the bottom, and crazed teenagers as far as I could see.  Mrs. Moorer shook her head.  “Sometimes I could really use a few tranquilizer darts.”

I forced a smile.  London’s words still had my mind spinning.

“Anyway,” she continued.  “You seem much too calm to be a freshman.  Transfer student?”

I nodded.

“Let me take a look at your schedule.  Hmm, a junior, huh?  Looks like you’ll be having me for Collegiate Calculus this semester.”

Calculus?  Great, more bad news.  It must have registered on my face because she laughed.  "I’m kidding.  You’ve only got me for Algebra II.  You know you should really take a look at this thing we call a schedule.”

This time my smile was more sincere.

She pointed me toward the corner of the auditorium reserved for “newly transferred” upperclassmen. Unfortunately, what these students made up for in maturity, they severely lacked in friendliness.  Most of them didn’t even turn to see who was passing them in the aisle.  I didn’t mind; after my experience with London, I was in no mood for any human contact.  I took a seat at the end of the row, right next to the wall of the auditorium, and watched as Mrs. Moorer untangled a pair of arguing girls a dozen rows beneath me.

Half an hour later, I was still waiting, the only things circulating inside my brain were thoughts of London and Darren.  Growing up here, they’d probably known each other their entire lives.  I thought about her long hourglass physique.  How could I compete with her?

My thoughts were interrupted by snickers.  I looked up to find a freckle faced girl in a wide brown cowboy hat moving for the empty seat just beneath me.  A boy blocked her with his arm.  “Sorry, that’s my girlfriend’s seat.  She just went to use the bathroom.”

“Oh sorry,” she said with a thick southern accent.  More snickers.  I could tell that she’d just become aware that she was the butt of everyone’s joke because a deep crimson was flooding her cheeks.  She scanned over the faces in our section until she settled on mine.  When she saw my shirt her eyes got big.

“You can sit next to me,” I offered before she could ask.  She literally jumped in the air.

Once she’d settled comfortably into the seat next to mine, she reached over and took hold of my hand.  “Name’s Taylor Prescott, moved up here from Austin,” she said, giving my hand a good shake.

“Austin…Texas?” I asked.  Stupid question.

“Yep, home of the Texas Longhorns.  Hook’em horns!”  She laughed.

“So I guess you’re pretty set on where you want to go to college then, huh?”

She smiled and nodded enthusiastically.  I noticed her face was wet.

“Your eyes...”

She wiped them quickly.  “Oh, sorry.  I don’t know why I get so emotional these days.  Well, that’s not true.  I do know.  Daddy won custody after the divorce and—I’m sorry, you don’t wanna hear about my messed up family.  Where are you from?  I can tell that you’re a southern girl like me, you’ve got just the teeny tiniest little pinch of an accent.”

“I lived in South Carolina for a while, then I moved up here to stay with my grandmother.  I’ve only been in Brighton for a couple of days.”  I wasn’t certain how much I should tell her.

“Well don’t you worry a bit,” she said patting my knee.  “I’ve been here for a couple ‘a months now.  I’ll look out for you.  First thing you need to watch out for are those rich kids from the other side of town—they think they’re a step above everyone else.”

Yikes.  When I didn’t answer, she realized her mistake.  “Your grandmother isn’t from…”

I nodded.

She buried her face into her hands.  “I’m so bad at this.  I’m sorry.  I’ve lived in one place my whole life—I never imagined I’d have to start over like this.”

“How about we start over?” I suggested.

She uncovered her face.  “That would be so great.”

“Asking for my name is usually a good place to start.”

Her eyes got big again.  “I didn’t—oh gosh, I’m sorry.  What’s your name?”

“It’s Ana.”

She smiled and shook my hand again.  “Hello Ana, I’m Taylor.”

If not for Taylor’s arrival, I doubt I would have made it through orientation with any shred of my sanity intact.  It might have been bearable had there been breaks or even the possibility of stepping out into the hallway for some air.  There wasn’t.  We weren’t to leave the auditorium for any reason; if you had to use the restroom you did it in bathrooms inside the auditorium.  Every one of the school rules was explained and discussed—at length.  Was it really necessary to explain why setting school property on fire was a bad idea?  And then there was the singing.  Apparently, our school was once two separate schools, so naturally we had to learn two different alma maters—followed by a “fun” mix of the two.  It was a mind numbing experience.

Once I got an indication that the orientation was winding down, I suggested to Taylor that we make a break for it—I wasn’t very keen on the idea of getting swept up in a sea of freshmen.  Taylor wasn’t as eager.  “But what if we get caught?” she asked.  I could see myself in her eyes.  Hesitant.  Cautious.  It was the version of myself that I was suddenly desperate to get away from.  The urge to do something reckless was boiling in my veins.  Goodness knows where it came from.

“Ready?”

Taylor shook her head.  “Ana…you’re not seriously gonna...?”

“Come on!”

I started down the aisle at a run, apologizing for the book bags I was kicking over and the new shoes that were getting stepped on.  I looked over my shoulder to find Taylor a few seats behind me, using the path I’d cleared to catch up to me.  Once we’d reached the stairs, I took a hold of her hand and we sprinted for the exit.

“Hey!  Stop!” called a wide man in glasses that was leaning against the back wall.  He started after us.

The hallway was completely empty when we came bursting out of the auditorium.

“There!” said Taylor, pointing to the girl’s restroom.  We ran inside and slammed the door shut.  Once inside, we both collapsed on the floor, completely out of breath, red in the face, and giggling like six year olds.

“You’re crazy!” said Taylor grinning and shaking her head.  She’d lost her hat in the escape, so her curly auburn colored hair now fell over her shoulders.

“Not crazy,” I replied.  “Just mentally fatigued.”  I wasn’t sure if I should be proud or worried.

Once we heard the bell ring, Taylor and I slipped out of the bathroom and blended into the busy hallway, following the mass of bodies to the lunch room.  Like everything else about this school, it was enormous.  What looked like a hundred small tables filled up the nearest two thirds of the wide space, with a cafeteria situated against the far end, and an array of vending machines directly at its center.  Giant bumblebees were painted on each of the walls, and on the ceiling, in 10,000 point font, were two words: “The Beehive.”

Having attended my fair share of schools, I knew that there existed the same clichéd system to how lunchrooms were filled, with only minor variances. Every group would have their own area: the popular kids sat in one place (upperclassmen that is, the popular underclassmen usually sat in another area, praying to get called up to the upperclassman table so that they might enjoy it’s benefits sooner rather than later), the skateboarders hung out in another area, the intellectually inclined another, and so on and so on.  The best thing for a newbie, I’d learned, was to join a table of fellow newbies, which unfortunately meant freshmen.

After grabbing some chips and a couple of sodas, Taylor, heeding my advice, picked us out a seat amongst a group of freshman boys who were discussing, rather loudly, which college football team would win the championship this year.  I did my best to talk her out of it, explaining the perils of fourteen year old boys, but the girl’s friendliness, and die-hard devotion to the University of Texas won out.  She sat down and traded words with each of them, that is until a mysterious quiet fell over the table and she realized that they were much more interested in how well she filled out her top than they were in which football team ended up on top.

I led an utterly disgusted Taylor to a secluded spot beneath a fake tree and surveyed the large area.  It wasn’t difficult to spot the popular tables, they were all pushed together, and the football player’s all wore numbered tshirts with their names on their backs.  I spotted London amongst them, looking every bit the future supermodel. Thankfully, she and Darren were as far apart as was possible in their little group.  When I noticed that he was checking the door every couple minutes, I could feel myself blushing.

“He’s certainly a cutie,” said Taylor with her slow southern drawl.

I dropped my head and tried to resist the smile that was slipping across my face.

“So when you gonna go talk to him?” she followed.

“I have…I mean I know him.  He gave me a ride to school.  We’re kinda friends already.”

“Then why are you hiding over here like a chicken in a nugget factory?”

Because I was scared to death of London, that’s why.  No voodoo mind tricks for me, thank you.  “I just don’t want to bother him.”

She smiled.  “Looks like he wants to bother you.”

I turned to find Darren standing over me with a wide grin.  “There you are.”

“Hi,” I practically whispered.

“Why don’t you come sit with us, a lot of them were at your welcome party.”

I looked over at the table.  If looks could kill, I’d be dead in my next life too.  London was furious.

“I’m okay, really.”

He sighed.  “Then I guess I’ll have to do this here.  Stand up.”

I just stared.  “Why?”

Taylor answered for him.  “Because he’s hot and he said to.  Go on, do it.”

“You trust me don’t you?” he asked, with a sneaky grin.

“I guess so.”

Taylor laughed.  “Look at you, all scared.  Where’s that crazy girl from before?”

I stood up.  He leaned over and as his lips touched mine, everything else faded away.  Only Darren existed in that moment, he and the electricity shooting throughout my body.  When he pulled away, I had to remember to breathe again, while Taylor and the entire lunch room stared at us with open mouths.  Especially London.

********************

One more class to go.  Then I’d see him again.  If I had any favor with the cosmos, any favor at all, then Carlos would have gotten after school suspension today and I’d get Darren all to myself.

Taylor and I had three classes together, we’d discovered, unfortunately, Algebra II wasn’t one of them.  I would suffer this hour alone, with no one to chat with and no one to take my mind off of the boy who’d given me my first kiss.  A very public first kiss.

It was only five minutes into class and I was already ignoring Mrs. Moorer, planning out a fall wedding in my head.  I immediately hated myself for being that girl, but at least I hadn’t started drawing hearts in my notebook with both our names in the middle.  Not that I was sure which was worse.  Mrs. Moorer’s voice thundered across the classroom.

“Melanie, Britney, phones please.”

Two blonde haired girls groaned and stomped up to the front of the classroom where they deposited their cell phones on Mrs. Moorer’s desk.  They were twice as loud on the way back to their seats.

“You two know my policy,” she began. “Don’t text in my class unless it’s something you don’t mind the whole class knowing about.  Let’s see…Melanie sent: “Omg! Omg! O…M…G.”  Love the vocabulary Melanie.”  She continued.  “To which Britney responds with:  “What?”  Melanie answers with:  “It’s her, the girl Darren kissed in front of everybody!”  To which Britney responds with, and I quote, “Omg…Omg…Omg…”

If only someone had taught me how to turn myself invisible.  The entire class was laughing and shooting me sideways glances.  Mrs. Moorer picked up on it.

“Star quarterback, Darren?” she asked the class.

“Yes!” the girls answered in unison.

She eyed me and smiled.  “Heck of a first day Ms. Adams.  Well, as long as you don’t go breaking his heart before any of the games, it’s alright by me. This is our year, isn’t guys?”

The whole class hooted and hollered.  Then came a knock on the door.  Mrs. Moorer looked slightly embarrassed and said that it was probably just another teacher wondering what all the noise was about.  She got up to answer and then stepped outside.

He followed her back into the classroom.  My heart dropped down into my stomach.  He handed Mrs. Moorer a note, and then came and sat down in the empty seat next to me.  Shellshocked, I pretended not to see him.

“Excuse me, son,” said Mrs. Moorer, eyeing the note.  “May I have a word with you?”

He didn't answer.  My curiosity won out; when I looked up, his big green eyes were staring at me.  He wouldn’t even blink.  My heart pounded against my rib cage.  He smiled smugly, as though he could hear it, and then turned his attention to Mrs. Moorer.

“Okay,” he said politely.

“This note is supposedly from Mr. Pardonelli.   Only, Mr. Pardonelli called in sick this morning.  I don’t know who you are, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

When his eyes found mine again, they were tense.  “If I come for you, will you leave with me?”

I searched his face.  He looked so desperate, so familiar…

I nodded.  I didn’t remember telling myself to do so, but I had.  I’d never seen someone look so relieved.  He jumped up from his desk and darted for the door.  A boy in the front row reached out his foot to trip him but he avoided it without even dropping his head.

He was gone.  And once again, all eyes were on me.











Chapter 12

Come


“Come,” Mrs. Moorer called, waving me toward her.  She’d positioned herself in the doorway, and was rapidly moving her head back and forth in the hall.  I did as she asked, feeling the white-hot stares of my classmates follow me as I moved.  I ignored their whispers.  Once I’d joined her at the door, Mrs. Moorer wrapped her right arm around my shoulders and took me quickly up the empty hallway.  Looking back, I could see the others leaning out of the classroom, staring after us.

“Where are we going?” I asked her, feeling her iron grip pull me closer.

Mrs. Moorer didn’t answer right away.  Her eyes were darting around in their sockets, watching everything and everyone.  “I don’t think you understand how grave the situation is Anastasia.”  Her voice dropped low.  “That boy, he was a vampire—inside Brighton.  That isn’t supposed to happen.  Until we’ve figured everything out, you’ll be safest at home.”

I wasn’t sure which was more shocking, Mrs. Moorer being a witch, or being told that my visitor had been a vampire. Okay, definitely the latter.  A door flung open directly in front of us.

“Is everything alright?” asked a stubby chocolate colored woman as she stepped out of an office.

Mrs. Moorer didn’t miss a beat. “This student is very sick, Principal Reardon.  I’m taking her up to the nurse’s office right now.”

“But—“ replied Principal Reardon.  It was too late.  We’d already turned into another hallway.

We walked the length of this second hallway to the gray double doors at the end.  She stepped out first, and then called for me a few seconds later.  She retook her protective stance, keeping me close to her body, and we ran, as fast as was possible, to a small gray compact in the teacher’s parking lot.  Once we were inside, she backed out of her space and then sped out toward the main road.

She pushed the car through traffic at a dizzying pace, running through yellow lights and going around red ones.  I kept an eye out for police lights.  She looked hysterical.  I gripped my seatbelt.  This could only end badly.

After reaching the “Old Brighton” sign, the car finally slowed, and she pulled onto the shoulder of the road.  Her breaths were heavy and her forehead was covered in sweat.

She pounded her fist against the steering wheel.

“Are you alright Mrs. Moorer?” I asked, cautiously.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, wiping her forehead with her sleeve.  “It’s just that…if they’ve found a way to enter the city, everyone in our community is in terrible danger.”

“Mrs. Moorer…” I said softly.

“Yes?”

“I don’t think he was a vampire.  I’ve seen him before—he snuck up to my room last night.  He’s just some stupid boy from the neighborhood. My grandmother said so herself.”

Again she was quiet.  She began to shake her head and kinda zoned out.  “It is strange that it could be so close to you and yet have the restraint necessary not to attack.  But the way it moved, the ease with which it avoided Charlie’s foot, I’d know that supernatural grace anywhere.  I was about your age when those animals descended upon my grandparent’s farm.  I was in the barn—I’d snuck out to meet some friends there.  As I kept an eye out for a sign that my grandparents might have gotten out of bed, they appeared on the horizon.  I thought they were angels at first sight, so beautiful, their movements so effortless.  My grandparents had never told me about the existence of vampires.  Those demons ensured that they’d never get the chance.”

She reached under her seat and came up with a cell phone.  I watched her dial a number and hold it up to her ear.  Immediately, I remembered what my grandmother had said to me last night, how she’d stressed the importance of protecting me.  My grandmother finding out about what happened was going to cause the mother of all overreactions, I was sure of it.  I tried to think of something to say, something to make her see that she had to be wrong.  Another vampire in my room?  It was just impossible.

“Mrs. Moorer, he doesn’t even look like a—“

She put her hand up to silence me.

“Duncan,” she said into the receiver.  “Sound the alarm.”

By the time Mrs. Moorer and I pulled into the parking area on the near side of the house, it had already been filled with vehicles, with dozens more resting in the surrounding grass.  Duncan was waiting for us, pacing the center of the paved space with obvious concern.

“What’s happened Sharon?” he called, running up to meet the car as we came to a stop.

“A vampire, Duncan,” she answered through the open window.  “Inside the city limits!  It literally sat down beside her today at school.  They’re toying with us Duncan—how else to explain its giving up such an easy kill? Of an heir, no less!  There’s no telling how many may have entered the city without our knowledge.”

Mrs. Moorer’s mouth opened to say something more but she’d suddenly remembered my presence.  “We should get her inside,” she suggested.  “We’ll have more words once she’s safe.”

Duncan led me quickly across the grounds, taking the same protective stance with me as Mrs. Moorer had done.  My grandmother was waiting at the entrance to the ballroom.  She rushed towards us once she’d noticed our approach.

“Are you alright?” she asked, wrapping her arms around me.  “What happened?”

“I’m okay,” I replied.  “That boy from the other night snuck into my classroom.  Mrs. Moorer thinks that he’s a vampire.”

“A vampire?” my grandmother scoffed, breaking our embrace.  “Impossible.”

“She seems fairly certain,” Duncan inserted.

“I don’t care how she seems.  To get everyone worked up like this over nonsense.  It’s reprehensible.”

She called to Helena, who was passing by the ballroom’s entrance inside.

“Yes,” Helena answered, stepping out into the sunlight.

“Call the “heirs” and tell them that they’re presence isn’t necessary—“

“Shouldn’t we at least hear her out?” Duncan interrupted.

“I will not have the other heirs leaving the safety of their havens for what I know to be impossible,” my grandmother answered.  “I have a good mind to cancel tonight’s meeting as well.”

“I’d like to hear what our heir has to say on the matter,” Duncan said, firmly.

My grandmother’s jaw clenched.  “Very well, then.”

Both their eyes turned to me, and I felt every bit the deer in headlights.  I wilted in the glare.

“I don’t…I mean, whatever you guys think,” I mumbled.

My grandmother put her arm around me.  “She’s not ready for—“

“Let her speak,” Duncan insisted.  “Ask yourself this, Ana,” Duncan said in a calm voice.  He lowered himself so that his eyes were level with mine.  “Can we really afford to be wrong?”

I glanced up at my grandmother and swallowed hard before answering.  “Maybe she should get a chance to speak.”

“It is decided then,” Duncan announced, crossing his arms.

My grandmother looked furious.  “I suppose it is.”

My grandmother and Duncan stayed to speak to Mrs. Moorer, who had just emerged from the path with several of the kids from school.  I’d wanted to wait to see if Darren was with them, but my grandmother insisted I go inside to show everyone that I was alright.  I didn’t want to go against her again; she was my grandmother after all.

Cheers went up as I entered the ballroom and I felt my face flush.  It amazed me how people who knew me so little could care so much.  Helena showed me into the main room at the front of the house and we stopped in front of a clock that I’d never noticed there before.  She turned the hands to 12:01, smiling when she whispered, “It’s the exact minute you were born.”  There was a loud click and she slid open a hidden door.

A thin, well lit hallway lay beyond the secret door, lined on both sides with very old looking books.  Long strips of wood made up both the ceiling and the floor, and they creaked as Helena stepped first into the hall.

“Come child,” she said motioning for me to follow.  “This is your family’s private collection of spells.  They’ve been passed down for generations.  When your abilities manifest, you’ll be studying from these books.”

I followed her into the hall, staring up at the rows of dusty looking books.  The fact that I was descended from witches—that I myself was a witch, still surprised me.

The hall emptied into a small room with doors on either side.  Helena moved for the door to the right which was shut; my attention was on the opposite door— it was slightly ajar and vibrated loudly with the sounds of voices.  There had to be a hundred people in there.

The room we entered was small, with bare wooden walls and a couple of plain, low lying benches.  Helena’s expression read as apologetic.

“I’m afraid that underage witches are not allowed to attend council.”

“You mean I have to stay in here?”

“A few of your classmates will be joining you soon.  But you will, as a future council member, have to wait here, at least until this preliminary session is complete.”

I frowned and nodded my head.  I tried to focus on the fact that this might mean that I’d get the chance to spend a little extra time with Darren.  Unfortunately, it could also mean extra time with London, too.

After Helena’s exit, I spent what felt like an eternity alone in that room.  I thought about the boy who’d caused all of this, the mysterious visitor who’d been so desperate for my attention.  I thought about his question to me:  “If I come for you, will you leave with me?”  How could I have agreed to that?  Well, he didn’t look like a vampire, at least not like the one I’d encountered back in South Carolina.  Mrs. Moorer’s words came to me next, “I thought that they were angels at first, so beautiful, their movements so effortless.”  That description did fit my green eyed stalker.  Honestly, it frightened me how little I truly knew about them.  The question remained.  Could I have really agreed to leave with a vampire?

The door creaked open and a red haired girl poked her head inside.  She said “Hi” nervously and quickly moved to take a seat on an adjacent bench.  I could feel her staring.  I looked over at her and she immediately looked away.  I turned back around and she said, “My mother and father talk about you all the time, about how much you look like your aunt.  They’re hopeful that you’ll be just as great as she was.”

What in the world was I supposed to say to that?  “Me too,” I said, hoping that was the reply she was looking for.  It must have been, she was beaming now.

“You and Darren make a cute couple,” she followed.

“Oh, thanks,” I said, this time dropping my head.  “But I don’t know if we’re actually a couple or anything.”

Before she could respond, the door had swung open again.  Two dozen or so of my classmates—I recognized some of them from Darren’s lunch table—came in all at once, each nodding their hellos.  I looked through the crowd for Darren, but he wasn’t with them.

Time seemed to freeze for London’s entrance, as everyone stopped what they were doing and took notice.  She still had on her cheerleading uniform, so her long legs were on display.  The edge of her mouth rose slightly.  “Carry on,” she told them.  Then she came to sit directly next to me.

“So what happened?” she asked curtly, as if merely speaking to me was some kind of annoyance.

I was going to ignore the question.  That is, until I realized that everyone here was waiting for my reply.  I took a deep breath and answered her.  “Mrs. Moorer thinks that a vampire came to visit me at school today.”

Some of the boys burst into laughter.  Others just stared disbelievingly.

“But that’s impossible,” London replied.

I bit my lip and shrugged my shoulders.  “I don’t think he was a vampire either.”

“Man, I always knew Mrs. Moorer was off her rocker,” said one of the boys.  “Heard she sleeps with all her lights on.”

“Shut up, Aaron.  She’s been through a lot,” returned the red haired girl.  “You know what it’s like outside of Brighton.

The boy’s face sobered.

“Hey, my brother’s in Council,” announced one of the others.  “If I dial his number, we can listen to what’s going on across the hall on my cell phone.

“Do it,” Aaron insisted.

He sent his brother a text message explaining what he was trying to do.  After getting the okay from his brother, he dialed the number and we all huddled into a circle to listen.  He clicked on the speakerphone and my grandmother’s voice blared out of the receiver:

“Sharon Moorer would have you believe that we are under siege by an army of vampires.  An army that only she’s noticed.   Zero reports of violence over the past week.  Then she proclaims that one of them came by my granddaughter’s classroom to have a quick chat.  These are the kinder, gentler vampires, you see.  You all laugh but this is the reason we are here today, is it not Sharon...?”

I stood up and went back to my spot on the bench.  They were all laughing at her—my grandmother was making her sound like a fool.  I couldn’t listen anymore, not when all she was doing was trying to protect me— and everyone else for that matter.

The Council Meeting dragged on and on, and I felt myself getting drowsy from the monotony of it.  I also realized that Darren probably wasn’t coming.  Once I’d found a comfortable place to rest my head on the wall behind me, I closed my eyes, prepared to let sleep carry me through the rest of this.

“I know you can hear me.  We’re alike you and I.”

It was London’s voice, as clear as if she were whispering into my ear.  Only, she wasn’t anywhere near me.  She was still down on the floor listening to the Council Meeting with the others.  Okay, so I was very much awake now.

“We have the same gift Ana, we can read the thoughts of others.  It’s how I knew that Mr. Bonderman’s cheating on his wife.  I know you feel bad for Mrs. Moorer, but don’t, it has to be this way.  You’ll see.  I wish I had time to explain things, but I’ve only got a few minutes to do this.   I’m going to show you something, but I need for you to stay calm, okay? I need for you to trust me.  My hating you is only an act.  Blink twice if you understand.”

As I listened, I also watched her.  Her lips hadn’t moved, nor had she so much as looked in my direction.  It was surreal.  When she did glance over, I blinked twice.

“Good.  Now I want you to try to remember what happened the other night.  I know it’s a blank spot in your memory, but just focus on that time period.”

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the missing pieces of my memory.  Slowly, images began to emerge:  I saw myself running...I was in the maze...and then I saw his face, he was holding me.

My eyes shot open and I met London’s gaze.  I couldn’t believe it.  I hadn’t had an anxiety attack.  I’d been running to meet him.

“I can't show you everything.  Whatever they've done to make you forget is powerful magick.  Are you willing to meet with him again?”

I nodded.  I had to know what was going on.

“Then go, he’s waiting in your room.”

Emotions stirred up inside of me, and I stood up and ran out the door.  I turned down the slender hall and pushed open the hidden door.  The main room was filled with people, and my exit had everyone’s attention.

“Is it over?” a man asked.

“What have they decided?” a woman inquired loudly.

I didn’t know what to say.  Thankfully, Helena appeared.

“Another anxiety attack?” she asked, putting her arm around my shoulders.

I nodded.

She guided me through the crowd and up the stairs.  Once we reached the top I turned to her.  “Helena—“

“I know he’s here,” she interrupted.  “I’m the one who let him in.”

“What is it they don’t want me to know?” I asked.  “Why did they make me forget what happened?”

She smiled.  “Why don’t you see for yourself?”

She moved past me and pushed open my door.  I took a calming breath and followed her inside.











Chapter 13

Foolish


“You came,” he said from the balcony doorway. The room was dark and his silhouette was all that I could see.

“W-who are you?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“Tristan,” he answered.  “Do you remember anything about me?”

“I…I know that I went to meet you last night, but I don’t know why.  And, I know that I know you somehow, I felt it when you came to my room last night and again at school today.  But they’ve done something to make me forget who you are.”

He nodded to himself.  “If you come with me, I can take you to a place that will answer all of your questions.”

Despite the overwhelming sense of familiarity I felt for him, the thought of being alone with him scared me.  “Are you a vampire?” I asked him flatly.

“I am,” he replied.  “But please, don’t be afraid of me—I won’t hurt you.  Can you trust me?”

His reply made me shiver.  Shaking, I turned to Helena, who had moved to the end of my bed.  Her face was damp and without my having to ask, she answered my question.  “You can trust him, dear.  More than anyone else in this world.”

I looked at him again.  Who was this boy?  I had to know.  I swallowed.  “I’ll come with you.”

He started toward me.  “I’m going to pick you up, is that alright?”

I glanced at Helena once more, and then nodded.

At his touch, I jerked away from him. As much as I tried to convince myself that this was okay, my body still remembered being trapped under that bed with that monster.  What he was, terrified me.

“Look into my eyes, Ana.  You know me.  There’s a reason you agreed to meet with me—to leave with me.  I would never hurt you.”

There was just enough light from the hall that I could see the intensity in his eyes.  It took me a moment to speak. “I believe you, it’s just—“

In a flash he’d taken me into his arms and started for the balcony.  How anything could move so fast, I didn’t know.  I closed my eyes and felt him leap; the wind was rushing against my face, blowing through my hair…  I stole a peek and saw the ground rushing up to meet us.  I closed my eyes again, wrapping my arms tightly around his neck until I felt the impact of his feet meeting the earth.  There was something reassuring about being in his arms, the feeling you get from returning to something familiar and comfortable—like home after a long trip.  This felt so normal to me, as if I’d been here a thousand times before.  His scent was sweeter than anything I’d known.  I laid my head against his chest, and felt the tension ease from my limbs.

“You can open your eyes now, Ana.”

First, I’d been terrified of him, and now I couldn’t let go.

“Please,” he spoke softly.  “We have to hurry.”

He dropped his right arm, allowing my legs to drop beneath me.  The sun was setting and we were in front of a wide lake, I’d seen it from my balcony but it had always looked so far away then…  I whipped my head around to find the house was now the thing that was off in the distance.  We’d covered what had to be a mile in a matter of seconds.

“Follow me,” he said next.

I followed him around the lake, watching the lightning bugs twinkling around us like tiny stars.  He pulled an old wooden row boat from behind some tall grass and dragged it down to the shore.  As I watched the grass sway back into place, an image of a leather bound book flashed in my head.

He pushed half of the boat into the lake and then motioned for me to join him. He stepped inside and then jammed one of the oars into the dirt to keep it steady.

“Where are we going?”

“The answers to your questions are on the other side of this lake, just beyond those trees,” he pointed.

I tried to look through them, to see what was there, but could only see tree trunks.  I sat down at the other end of the small boat and he pulled the oar free.  He pushed us away from the shore with his foot and we were sailing.  Me and a vampire.

He didn’t speak while he rowed, the trip being serenaded only by the oars slipping into and out of the lake.  I wrapped my arms around my knees and watched him.  The strands of his dark hair fell messily over his face, and yet I’d never seen anyone look so perfect.  The curve of his jaw, the shape of his lips, he was so…beautiful.  Something inside me longed to go to him, to have him touch me again.  I felt restless and couldn’t sit still.  I’d never felt this strongly about anything.  His scent still lingered in my nostrils…

He was doing his best not to look at me.  Some kind of pain flickered in his eyes.  Something was hurting him—that much was clear—some thought, some… person?  I wondered if it was me; if my not remembering him was triggering this anguish.

“I’m sorry,” I said, piercing the silence.

Finally, he looked up at me, just as a lightning bug was passing near his face.  The light caused his saddened eyes to glisten, and it was all I could do not to crawl across the boat to comfort him.  Seeing him hurt like this, it caused something in me to hurt as well.  It was like we shared the same soul.

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,” he said quietly, before avoiding my eyes again.

“For my not remembering you—“

“We’re here,” he interrupted.  He stood up and tied the end of the boat to a metal pole sticking up from the ground.  With one foot on land, he guided the end of the boat around so that it floated parallel to the shore.  He reached out and I gave him my hand, his touch flaming hot against my skin.

“Follow me,” he said.  His face changed.  “Wait— if you want to go back now, I’ll understand.  I won’t be angry with you.  And I won’t bother you anymore, I swear it.”

His eyes were desperate, as if he were suddenly begging me to turn back.  It scared me.

“What shouldn’t I see?” I asked in a meek, childlike voice.  “What is my grandmother protecting me from?”

“Yes or no,” he insisted.

“Y-yes.”

He closed his eyes.  “Are you sure?”

I nodded.  No more cautious Ana.  I just prayed this train of thought didn’t get me killed.

“Then follow me,” he sighed, starting toward the trees he’d pointed at before.

The woods were shallow, and as we broke through the first line of trees I could already see a clearing, the hiding place of a battered little cabin.  I couldn’t help but notice his expression as we approached; he looked awful, as if every step closer was more painful than the last.

My mind raced as I replayed the exchange we’d just had.  “Is
this
a
trap?” I wondered.  Had he placed some kind of spell on me to make feel these emotions?  To make me feel this way about someone I had no memory of?  Was I walking willingly to my own death?

“We’re here,” he said once we’d reached the door.  Having momentarily disappeared into my own head, it seemed to come too fast.  He pushed it open.  It was dark inside. He looked me in the eyes, the same tortured expression etched into his face.  “This is the last chance to turn back, Ana.  Once you go inside, once you know why I brought you here, there is no turning back.  Understand?”

My heart was pounding and mind was swimming.  It was very possible that I’d been lured out here by a vampire to die.  That he’d done something to make London and Helena betray me.  Why else would he look so conflicted?  But why now?  He’d had so many chances already.  Maybe he’d tried to resist, but had finally given in to the monster inside him.  Maybe he was giving me one last chance to live.

My mind was telling me to run as fast I could in the opposite direction.  But my heart had never felt this before.  I’d never experienced the longing I felt for this stranger.  It begged me to stay near him.  If there was any chance that this was real, any chance at all, how could I turn from it?

But was it worth dying for?

I stepped into the cabin, shivering in the darkness and uncertain if my beautiful seducer was about to end my life.

He followed me inside, shutting the door behind him.  He sighed.  “Very well then.”











Chapter 14

History


I heard his footsteps move past me in the dark.  I exhaled.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered.

Lights flickered on, and what I saw shocked me.  Photographs covered every inch of every wall and Tristan was in all of them.  But he wasn’t alone.  Several different girls shared the frames with him: A short, blonde haired girl sat with him on the back of a beat up pickup truck; a chubby brunette waved to me from the deck of a large steamboat; a pretty red headed girl put playful bunny ears behind his head as they posed in the sand…  They were all in love with him, totally and completely; it was evident in their eyes.  They were content.

“Are these the photographs of all the girls you’ve been in love with?”

He nodded slowly.  His stare was intense.

It surprised me how much hearing those words had hurt.  Still, I followed the wall around, taking in every face.  I had to see them, to know who they all were—that is, until I saw my own face staring back at me.  Just like before, it stopped me in my tracks.  While the other girls had dozens of photos hanging, my aunt had only one.  They were seated at the center of the maze; I recognized the fountain from the images London had shown me.  He held her in his arms, with her head nestled beneath his chin. Her eyes were shut, and their fingers were interlocked.

Jealousy boiled within me. I hated them for having had his heart, and I was angry that he’d made me aware of them.  It was stupid, I knew this.  He was a stranger, a vampire.  I shouldn’t even know him.  Still, my heart ached.

“Why did you bring me here?” I asked him.  “Why would you show me this?” My voice cracked as I pointed to the photo of him and my aunt.

“Ana.”

“You expect me to just fall in line don’t you?  To just fall for you like those other girls.  Like my aunt— what makes you think—“

“She really doesn’t remember…”

“Remember what?” I screamed at him.

My reply surprised him.  “Did you just read my mind?”

“I…”

“They’re all you,” he spoke quietly.   “Every one of them.”

“What?”

“Please, just listen…The first time I set eyes on you was the summer of 1757.  The war between witches and vampires was still going strong then and your family was hiding out in a small cabin on the Nebraskan plains.  I’d been tracking your movements for weeks.  You were the daughter of a very influential warlock and I’d been sent…”  He sighed.  “To kill your entire family.  I couldn’t believe my luck when on my arrival, I discovered you off on your own.  You were standing there, perfectly still, at the center of a wide field of wheat in some sort of shiny gown.  You were so still, and so obvious that I was wary of a trap.  I decided to crouch in the high wheat grass and wait.  You began to move, letting your body twist and sway with the whims of the wind.  You were dancing, your dress shimmering in the sunlight amidst a sea of gold.  You were glowing, Ana. You were like nothing I’d ever witnessed.  Make no mistake, I was a killer, a murderer by every definition, and yet as I sat there, I found myself utterly enchanted by you.”

“We vampires are rational creatures, but every thought and every ambition centers first on quenching the thirst for human blood.  It lingers in the back of your mind constantly.  The first kill is always the hardest, because you’re still tied down by human emotion and morality.  You learn to cast them aside, to give in to the unfeeling predator inside you.  You must or you don’t survive the beginning.  Eventually, you end up like I was, at the point where you not only enjoy the hunt, the kill—you live for it.  Until, that is, something pulls you back.  Something makes you feel again—because once you’ve remembered what it is to feel, to be human, the world suddenly isn’t the same anymore.  That’s what you did for me in that field.”

“Eventually, your mother came storming into view, reminding you, quite loudly, that you were no longer in St. Petersburg, and no longer a dancer.  Your glow had faded, but as I watched you leave, I knew that I had to know you.  You, who had changed my world in an instant.  I survived off of animals during the day and visited your window in the evenings.  I enjoyed messing with you.  I’d move things around when you weren’t looking and leave you notes under your pillow.  It was juvenile, but it was the only way I knew to show affection.  Eventually, you began to answer the notes, leaving them in your window before you fell asleep.  You would tell me about the books you’d read and about the places you’d visit if the war ever ended.”

“I began to want more and one night I convinced myself to wait for you in your room until you came in for the night.  As I sat there, I found myself nervous, something I hadn’t felt in hundreds of years.  You came in just after sunset, I remember, and was so startled by my presence that you nearly fell.  I, who had been terrified that you would scream, had fled through the window.  But you called to me, and I, hearing your voice from the other side of the field, returned.  I could see in your eyes that you knew immediately what I was.  But you came to me, first touching my face with your hand, then laying your head against my chest.  You became, in that moment, the most important thing in the world to me.”

A smile peeked through his despair. I kept listening.

“After a week or so, we ran away together—it was the first time of many.  It felt so impossible our being with one another, and yet it was happiness as I’d never known it.  We drifted through eleven perfect months, until one night, as we played in the sands of the Carolina coastline, you collapsed.  I could hear what was wrong even before I got to you.  Your heartbeat would keep me company while you slept, and I’d become accustomed to its rhythm.  But it was sputtering now, your heart was failing.  Our time was ending, and you were departing for someplace where I could not follow.  You promised me that it wasn’t over, that you’d come back to me somehow.  And then I, who had lived twenty lifetimes by then, watched you die after only seventeen years of life.”

“It would have been so easy for me to give up my emotions again, to return to the life I’d led before, but somehow I knew that it would be a betrayal to your memory, and only that kept me from succumbing to the pain.  I decided to enter society.  I spent the next forty years traveling and learning about the human world.  I visited all of the places you'd wanted to see.  Eventually, I came back to that cabin.  It belonged to an old farmer then, and upon sight, he asked me if my name was Tristan.  He told me that a girl of sixteen traveled there every month to ask about a boy whose description I fit perfectly.  I offered to work for him as a farm hand in order to wait for the next visit. I convinced myself that it had to be some mistake—that I shouldn’t get my hopes up.  The chances of you actually coming back were nothing, I knew that.  Still, I waited.”

“Two weeks later, the wagon the old farmer described pulled up to the farm, and a young girl stepped out and started for the old man’s house. It wasn’t the same girl I saw in that field.  I tried to think of what I should do.  It was obvious that there had been some mistake.  But then you were running, calling my name as you came down the hill as fast your feet would carry you.  You leapt into my arms and before I break the news that I wasn’t the boy you were looking for, you began to tell me things—things only you could possibly know.  You had kept your promise to me, you had come back—“

His voice was interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Dammit,” he groaned.  “I was supposed to have more time.”

“What's wrong?” I asked, waking from what had felt like a dream.

“I have to take you home now.  Get on my back.”

The knock sounded again, this time more urgent.  “I’m going,” he shouted.  I hopped onto his back and he rushed me outside, setting me carefully inside the boat before getting inside himself.  His strokes were hard and violent this time, and I had to hold the sides tightly to keep from being thrown into the lake.  I tried to ask him something as we approached the shore but he shook me off.  Once on the other side, we disappeared into the tall grass and then sped across the estate.  He leapt up to my balcony as though it were only a foot off the ground.

He let me down and took me by the shoulders.  “I didn’t get to finish, Ana.  I know how it must have sounded, but it’s not some fairy tale.  It ends badly.  I’ll be back in a couple of days to tell you the rest, and if you have any questions then I’ll answer them for you.  After that, you won’t see me again.”

And he left me there, alone on my balcony, with my mind scrambling to make sense of tonight.











Chapter 15

Reunion


I don’t know how long I stood there on my balcony.  It could have been hours or even days for all I knew.  I was lost in my thoughts, trapped in that same trance-like state I’d experienced while listening to Tristan explain the story of how he’d met me.  The night kept replaying in my head.  First, there were London’s odd revelations.  She could hear the thoughts of others, which apparently I could do as well; she’d said as much when she’d communicated with me telepathically.  Tristan confirmed it when he’d asked if I’d read his mind while I was shouting at him.  I had.  I’d heard him speak without him opening his mouth and it had literally left me speechless to discover myself capable of something like that.  It was almost as shocking to learn that London wasn’t the “mean girl” I’d made her out to be.  She’d helped me to meet him, Helena too, though I couldn’t imagine how they were all connected.  Well, Helena could have found out about him during the time that he and my aunt were sneaking around—when he and I were sneaking around.   My aunt, those girls, I was supposedly all of them... reincarnated?  That’s what he’d told me, but it was so utterly insane!  I was willing to admit that my long held parameters for what was or wasn’t possible had taken a beating since learning that witches were real, but this was just too far out there—far too much of a leap to take on good faith.  And yet, how else could I explain what I felt?  The familiarity I’d felt before tonight.  Or the emotions that had gripped me so strongly that I could barely sit still as I sat across from him on that boat—the separation anxiety that made me feel less than whole now that he was gone.

“Ana?  Ana, what’s wrong?  What are you staring at outside?”

The voice had registered as static until I felt the hand land on my shoulder.  The contact jarred me back into the real world.  I turned to find my grandmother—the woman who had lied to my face and stolen my memories—standing directly behind me.  It was hurt that came first, but it didn’t last long; a new hatred was growing within me, devouring all other emotion, so intense that my hands were shaking…

Tears began down my face and I balled up my fists to release some of the tension.  I was so sick of being “protected.”

She stared at me for a moment, puzzled.  “Someone’s already told you?”

“Told me what?” I answered loudly.  I didn’t bother trying to conceal the resentment in my voice.

This seemed to confuse her more.  She tilted her head and studied my face.  I tried my best to radiate as much anger as possible from my “royal” eyes.  When she finally spoke, it was in an uncertain tone.  “They’ve found her, Ana.  They’ve found your mother.”

********************

My grandmother, who’d assumed that my anger was the result of receiving some exaggerated, gossiped version of what transpired, quickly went about getting me straight on the facts as we waited on Duncan to arrive with the truck.  Apparently, my mother had been found in a hospital eighty miles away from our home in South Carolina, a “Jane Doe.” That was the subject of the phone call she’d received this morning, when she’d excused herself from Darren and I’s company. Remarkably, the hospital was the only health care facility in the state with a specialized “bite” center.  The treatments she received there had done much to stall the effects of the vampire’s venom, but her condition was still very serious. Because of this, the doctors had refused to allow Duncan’s local team (Jake and Eddy) to bring her here, especially when they couldn’t identify what kind of “animal” had been responsible for the injury.  In an offer of full disclosure (I flinched at her use of the phrase), she’d admitted that they’d had to draw up some phony legal papers which stated that my mother was against all forms of medical treatment, for religious reasons.  She explained that it was necessary to get her to our doctors, it was the only chance she had for survival.  However slim that might be.

The three of us rode in silence for the first half of the ride.  None among us dared to risk exploring too deeply the fragile hope that wafted throughout the SUV.  The fact that there had been hope at all was miracle enough, and we, each of us, clung to it desperately.

Headed back towards the airport, we passed the Brighton city limits sign that had welcomed me here.  It seemed odd to me that a hospital for witches would be outside the safety of the city.  But instead of posing this question to my grandmother or Duncan, it got me thinking about earlier tonight.  If Tristan really was a vampire, which was something I had no reason to doubt after experiencing first hand his speed and leaping ability, how had he managed to enter the city?  Had he always been here?  Those pictures seemed to suggest otherwise.  Duncan’s phone interrupted my thoughts.  He answered and my grandmother and I watched him release a pained breath.

“What?” my grandmother asked in a trembling voice.  “What’s happened?”

He dropped his head.   I didn’t need to hear the words.  I knew.  I felt it.  One moment the world felt one way, and then it didn’t.  She was gone.  Just as before, my mind searched for some way to make it not true, for some improbable hope, but this time there was none.

My grandmother and Duncan were saying things to me now, but I couldn’t hear them.  I had zoned out, retreating into my mind.  Memories exploded inside my head like fireworks, barely registering before being outshone by different ones.  I began to think about the memories I wouldn’t have now—her walking me down the aisle, her holding her newborn grandchild…

“I want to see her,” I said suddenly, interrupting what I was sure were words of comfort.

Duncan and my grandmother exchanged glances.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea sweetheart,” my grandmother said, shaking her head.

All of the fight and the anger I’d been ready to unleash on her before we left was gone. I’d been ready to rage against the idea that I needed to be protected.  Particularly because it seemed to require that things be kept from me.  But suddenly the world was different, the way in which I viewed it instantly changed, to the point where it was almost impossible to differentiate the thought of protecting me from thoughts of my mother.  I considered how it felt to see Tristan in pain on that boat, how much it hurt me to see him like that.  How much I wished I could make it go away somehow.  I tried to magnify that feeling to what a mother’s love for her child must be like.  How far would I be willing to go then?  I’d be willing to do anything, I realized.  As much as it took to keep my child away from pain.

I mean, what if my mother had told me that there were real monsters out there? That they were looking for me?  What kind of childhood would I have had then— constantly living in fear of every shadow, jumping at every noise?  Isn’t that what Mrs. Moorer’s grandparents had done for her?  Sure she suffers from the memory of their deaths now, but there had been a time in her life when her biggest concern was whether or not they were going to catch her sneaking off to the barn to meet with some friends, a time when my biggest worry had been whether or not I would be going to the same school the following year.  I decided that given the circumstances, I probably would have kept the existence of vampires a secret as well.  My whole life, I never understood why my mother kept her secrets, and yet the instant she dies, her reasons make perfect sense to me.

Next, I contemplated the reasoning behind taking me away from Brighton.  What might she be protecting me from that was here?  Was she trying to protect me from Tristan too?  Duncan’s words rang in my ears, “She basically took her own life…for misguided love.”  I remembered asking myself what boy could be worth your life.  My thoughts shifted back to the greened eyed vampire who I’d been willing to follow to an empty cabin where any number of horrifying ends could have awaited me.  My feelings had been so strong that they overpowered the rational part of my brain.    Could my mother have known about him and my aunt?  And if so, could Tristan’s story be true?  He said himself that it ends badly.  Was she protecting me from myself?

I shuddered at that thought, and the physical act of it brought me out of my own head.  Duncan and my grandmother were whispering about something, arguing it seemed, and I watched them for a moment.

“We’ve already gotten the news, Duncan.  There’s no reason to continue on.”

“Going up there right now is the best thing for her to do.”

I decided that I should speak on my own behalf.  “I need to say goodbye.”

My grandmother looked to Duncan again, and he met her eyes with a reassuring nod.  “It will help her accept it.”

We were riding again, but this time the atmosphere inside the truck was very different.  Duncan didn’t speak after that, but every now and then, when we stopped at a stop-sign or a red light, he would drop his head for moment and take a deep breath.  My grandmother was weeping quietly, which struck me because I wasn’t.  I hadn’t cried since I arrived here, at least not for her.  Not since I discovered that I was rich, and royalty.  While my mother was fighting for her life, I’d felt relieved to be here.  I was disgusted with myself.

That brought on the water works.  But it only made me feel worse.  I was still being selfish.  I wasn’t crying because she was dead necessarily, I was crying because I’d been a terrible daughter all these years, especially in the time I’d been here.  I hadn’t once asked about the search efforts.  Though, to be fair, that was only because I was afraid of hearing that she was dead.  Still, I didn’t deserve a mother like her.

The hospital turned out to be a rather unremarkable structure, just a brick building about the size of a medium sized convenient store.  There were no windows and only one door, which suggested that those who went inside didn’t come back out again.  A tomb.  At least, that was the impression I got from it.  The sign out front informed me that this was no hospital at all.  It was a clinic.  I squashed the sudden need I felt to protest her being treated here, remembering that she was no longer being treated at all.  She was dead, and I was the last person who should be saying anything.

Duncan got out and opened the door for my grandmother.  I opened mine for myself.  She fell into his embrace and he held her up until she could get her feet under her.  I got out next, surprised to find my own legs a little wobbly.  After taking a moment to compose ourselves, my grandmother and I followed him to the entrance.

Bright yellow paint covered the waiting room walls and had the immediate effect of stepping out into the sunlight.  A small television flickered on and off in the corner, in front of what looked like a homeless man muttering loudly toward the empty seat next to him.  Despite the loud ringing that accompanied our coming inside, the receptionist didn’t look up from her magazine.  Not even after we’d gathered around the window.  She was middle aged and had tired eyes.

Slightly annoyed, she reached beneath her side of the counter and handed us a clipboard.  “Fill this out and bring it back.”

Duncan cleared his throat.  “We’re here to see Dr. Roberts.”

That got her attention.  She eyed us over, lingering an extra moment on my eyes.  Clearly embarrassed, she stood up, suddenly unsure of what to do with her hands.  “I’ll be right back,” she assured us.  She nearly tripped she spun around so fast.

“Duncan, we should say something to prepare her for this,” my grandmother whispered loud enough for me to hear.  Duncan ignored her at first, and then said in a frustrated voice, “There is nothing we can say to make this any easier.”

My grandmother wasn’t satisfied with that answer.  “Surely you must have some idea what this will be like for her?”

Duncan shot her a warning look.

“Right this way,” said the receptionist peeking out of a wooden door off to our left.  We followed her inside, passing several empty examination rooms until we reached a solid black door that ended the hall.  “Dr. Julio Roberts Only” was written across the front in bright red lettering.  She knocked three times, then twice, ending with a final tap.

“Just a moment,” called a muffled voice through the door.  That’s when it struck me.  I was about to see my mother’s dead body.  My throat closed up, and my legs felt unsteady again.  The door creaked open.

A man in his forties, with sun-kissed skin stepped out of the room.  He had neatly trimmed black hair and overly broad shoulders.  The thick rimmed glasses that sat above his nose gave me the impression of a very smart body builder.  Other than that, he looked like any other doctor I’d seen.  I started to count the number of pens in his white lab coat and then tried to think of words using the just letters in his name.  Anything to take my mind off of what I was about to see.

He and Duncan smiled and embraced.  His face tensed a bit as he regarded my grandmother, but softened immediately at the sight of me.  “Your majesty,” he said in a welcoming voice.

“Don’t you pretend to respect the social order of things,” my grandmother barked.

“I respect the order of things, just not the social injustices you so readily embrace,” he shot back.

“This is not the time,” Duncan spoke in an irritated voice.

My grandmother turned away and Dr. Roberts took a few relaxing breaths.  “You’re right,” he said after a moment.  “My apologies,” he followed, looking to me.

I nodded my acceptance.

“Let’s let her see her mother,” Duncan suggested.

My grandmother gripped my arm tightly.  “Wait!  No warning whatsoever?  Maybe this was a mistake.  I-I think we should go back.  Helena can have the kitchen staff whip up whatever you like and we’ll sit and talk about this, okay?”  My grandmother had begun by addressing the men, but was staring into my eyes by the time she’d started stuttering.  Her eyes were large and they pleaded for me to accept her offer.

I understood what she was trying to do, why she didn’t want me to go in there.  I was being protected once again.  I wasn’t upset about it really, nor was I angry anymore that she’d taken my memories of Tristan.  But this was my chance to say the things to my mother that I’d never told her when she was alive.  This was my chance to tell her that I understood.  I just prayed some part of her was still around to hear it.

I gently pulled myself free.  “I’m ready.”

This time it was Dr. Roberts that looked uncertain.  “It really might be a good idea to talk about this first.”

I shook my head.  No amount of talking was going to change the fact that my mother was dead.  “I can handle it,” I said.

Dr. Roberts nodded hesitantly and then led Duncan and I inside.

The shock of what I saw hit me like a punch in the face.  It was too much.  My grandmother was right, I should have been warned.  I felt myself becoming dizzy and I could hear their worried thoughts blaring in my mind.  Duncan caught me as I fell and I whispered up to him in a confused voice, while the world around me began to blur, “But…she’s moving…”











Chapter 16

Goodbye


When I came to, I was inside one of the empty examination rooms.  Well, it wasn’t empty anymore.  My grandmother stood beside me, holding my hand, while Dr. Roberts stood over me, doing his best to smile.  “Good to have you back.”

Once I’d remembered where I was, and why I was here, it was Duncan that I looked for.  He’d wanted this reaction, had pushed for it, and I wanted to know why.  I found him perched sideways in the doorway.

“Why?  Why wouldn’t you tell me?” I asked him.

“Because you needed that moment. For it to be etched into your brain forever.  She’s one of them now, Ana, and there will be times when you’ll want to convince yourself that it’s not true, that she’s not really a murdering savage.  Now, whenever those lies come, this memory will come too, and you’ll remember.  You’ll know.  You may not understand it right now, but you will.  Trust me, you will.”

He was right about how my mind worked.  I was quick to hold on to whatever sliver of hope allowed me to stay positive, it was how I chose to deal my mother’s attack, and I’d been right that she’d had a way to safety.  How else to explain her getting to that hospital?  I thought about our conversation that night, and how quickly I’d dismissed the possibility that she was a vampire.  He must have feared that that obstinacy was still there, maybe even strengthened after being right the last time.  So he’d done what he needed to crush it.  To protect me.  Once I’d realized that was what he was doing, I felt the willingness to be angry slip away from me.  I was a little hurt though; it still felt like a major violation of trust.

I dropped my head and took a deep breath.  I could feel the tears coming and this time they were for her.  She was a vampire.  A monster.

“What will you do with her?” I asked.

Duncan started to say something more, but Dr. Roberts cut him off.  “She’s really only technically dead.  Her body hasn’t fully undergone the transformation just yet, and with the venom preserving her body tissues, all we would really need to do is to reverse the process somehow.  There are some new treatments that I and a couple of colleagues in Egypt have been developing.  We haven’t had any real success yet, but we’re very optimistic.  I wouldn’t give up hope just yet.”

My grandmother scoffed.  “You will not use a Rasputin as some guinea pig for pointless experiments.”

Duncan seconded her thoughts.  “You’ve done what you could Julio, there is no point in getting the girl’s hopes up for nothing.”

“Do it,” I said quickly.  All three of them turned to me.  “I’m the heir, and I order you to try.”  I couldn’t believe I’d just said that.

Dr. Roberts turned to the other two.  Duncan rolled his eyes, while my grandmother held her mouth open in shock.

“In fact,” I said, while I still had a streak of courage in me, “both of you can leave since you don’t think it’ll work.  I read that really sick people can sense negativity in a room, and I don’t want that for her.”

Feeling my courage waning as the two of them stared at me in disbelief, I slid off the bed and started for my mother’s room.  Duncan was still blocking the door, and I didn’t meet his eyes for fear that they would strip me of whatever strength I had left.  I waited there patiently for a few seconds and then he moved to let me through.  I said “Thank you,” in a small voice and moved up the hall.

Dr. Roberts ran to catch up with me, and as he unlocked the door, I could hear my grandmother and Duncan arguing.  I took a deep breath and readied myself for the worst.  I prepared myself for a monster that wouldn’t recognize me, that might even try to kill me.  It would be hard, but maybe these treatments would work.  And if they didn’t, and she did become a monster, then maybe I could save her humanity.  If what Tristan told me was true, then maybe I could do it again.  Maybe I could make up for being such an awful daughter.

Dr. Roberts pushed open the door and I followed him in.  Feeling my nerves, I decided to work my way up to looking at her in the bed.  First, I moved my eyes to the shelves of leaves and mushrooms and brightly colored liquids packed neatly into see-through jars.  On the counter near the sink was a very large book that looked ancient.  The pages were covered in beautiful but faded handwriting that wasn’t English.  I saw Dr. Robert’s hand reach for a remote and point it at the tiny bulb at the center of the ceiling.

“It’s one of the treatments I’ve been experimenting with,” he explained, sensing my curiosity.  “It’s UV radiation cranked up a bit.  The very same thing that’s in natural sunlight.  It weakens the aggressiveness of the venom.  It’s no cure, but it’s actually shown tremendous promise as a delaying agent, though only in bites from higher generation vampires.”

Again a question about Tristan popped into my head, but I sent it away.  Now was the time to be focused on my mother.  And so I turned my gaze to her: She was lying on her back with tubes in her neck, twitching every so often in her hospital gown.  Her movements had appeared so much more dramatic the last time I was in here. I could see now that it was only because I hadn’t expected them.

She appeared to be asleep, albeit a restless sleep.  Her breaths were even and long and the machine she was connected to showed that her heartbeat was strong and steady.  It would be easy to convince myself that there had been some kind of terrible mistake if not for the black streaks webbing out across her arms and legs.  I could see it being sucked out of her by one of the machines and replaced with blood from a bag; unfortunately, it didn’t appear to be doing much good.

“Those black streaks on her skin are the venom?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Will it work?”  I followed, this time nodding to the machine replacing her blood. I already knew the answer.

He shook his head.  “If I’d gotten her sooner, before it got into her heart, then maybe.  This machine ensures that only clean blood reaches her brain.  Unfortunately, the venom will find a way up there with or without the use of her bloodstream.  But, until it does reach her brain, we still have time.”

When Dr. Roberts turned to put together a syringe, I took the opportunity to whisper an apology to my mother for what had happened to her.  Not that any apology would be enough for this.  Doctor Roberts gave my mother a shot and then spent much of the next hour explaining all of the newly discovered techniques that were displayed at their annual conference.  He laughed when I asked if he cared about what usually came to mind when people thought of “witch doctors.”

After working for another hour or so, during which time he’d only stopped to answer Duncan’s call to his cell phone, he announced that he was leaving for the night.

“Would it be alright if I stayed here?” I asked.

He looked wary.  “I don’t know, I kinda promised Duncan that I’d bring you home.”

“If I go home, they’re not gonna let me come back.  They try to protect me from everything—” I stopped myself, realizing that my mother was only a couple of feet away.  I hoped that if some part of her was still here, she hadn’t heard that.

“A promise is a promise, Ana.”

I sighed, refusing to allow myself to be angry with the only other one person who was still willing to fight for my mother’s life.

“But if you were to order me to let you to stay…” he added with a grin.

My eyes perked up.  “I do.  I order you to let me stay.”

He shook his head in mock anger.  “You heirs, you just have to have your way, don’t you?”  We both laughed at that.  “Here,” he said handing me his key.  “As long you promise that you’ll stay in one of the examination rooms while I’m not here.  I can’t take the chance that she might wake up while you’re in here.  Deal?”

“Deal,” I replied.

After he retrieved his things, I followed him into the nearest examination room.  The receptionist was emptying the garbage inside. He quickly explained what was going on.  She nodded and left without a word.

“Need anything else before I go?” he asked.

“No, I’m okay,” I answered.

“Alright then, I’m headed home,” he said turning into the hall.

“Dr. Roberts?” I called.

He reappeared in the doorway.  “Yes?”

“I just wanted to say that I appreciate what you’re trying to do for my mother.  I’m not just some silly girl, well sometimes I am, but not about this.  I know that this probably won’t work and what that might mean for her, but thank you for trying.  For not giving up.  It helps me…deal with it.”

He came and sat down next to me on the bed.  “It was your aunt that taught me not to give up.  I used to listen to her speak at the council meetings. I was a young guardian then, and she would deliver such passionate speeches about the need for us to embrace acceptance, to get past the old grudges.  She knew it would fall on deaf ears, that the elders in our community were reluctant to take up change, but she would fight to speak every month.  For some of us, those who were willing to really hear her, it was monthly pep talk of sorts.  She challenged us to be better than what we were, and sparked my desire to become a doctor.  It’s why I put my practice outside the city limits.  Humans deserve the gifts of healing that magick can offer, just as much as we do.  The people who carried out the atrocities of the witch trials are long dead.  I know that it’s probably not fair, and I’m sure that you’re tired of hearing it by now, but when I see you, the resemblance, I think of her message. It fills me with some of the passion I’d lost when she died.  I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable.”

I shook my head.  “I just hope I can be like that someday.”

He smiled.  “The way you stood up to your grandmother and chief guardian today, I’d say you’ve definitely inherited her fearlessness.”

I smiled, and he rubbed my shoulder before getting up to leave.  Watching him disappear into the hallway, I found myself wishing badly that somehow Tristan’s words were true—that the strong, confident girl that everyone seemed to adore was somewhere inside of me.  And if that was true, then maybe there was hope for my mother too, maybe she could turn out like Tristan.

Even with everyone gone, the clinic was never quiet.  Machines hummed into the night and the air conditioning came on with such force that it sounded like thunder.  Not that I would have gotten much sleep anyway.  A million thoughts were popping into my head all at once.  Between Tristan’s visit and my mother’s return, there was just too much for me to process to drift gently off to sleep.

So I got up.  I stepped out into the hall and turned for my mother’s room.  I tried the doorknob, even though I knew it would be locked.  No surprise, it was.  Sighing, I leaned against the wall and slipped down onto the floor.

After sitting in silence for a few minutes, a frightening thought occurred to me.  What would happen if she were to become a vampire?  They’d never answered that question.  Earlier, I’d thought that maybe I could save her humanity with reminders of her life before.  But would I ever get the chance?  Would they kill her?

A surge of anger rushed through me.  I wouldn’t let them, I decided, no matter what.  Sure, they’d say that they’re protecting people by preventing another vampire from entering the world.  Or maybe that it was in her best interest to be allowed to die—that it’s what she would have wanted...  My newfound resolve crumbled.  It would be what she would have wanted—it had to be, didn’t it?  I mean, she’d spent my whole childhood keeping vampires a secret, going to extreme lengths to do so, how could she ever endure being one of them?  I shook that line of thought from my mind.  I could at least ensure that she got the choice. Though it would destroy me to hear that she wanted to die.

That awful ringing sound the door made whenever someone entered the clinic woke me the next morning.  Realizing that I was still seated in the hall, I jumped up and darted into the examination room where Dr. Roberts had told me to stay until he returned.

He was rested and reenergized when he entered my room, and completely ready to tackle the impossible. It was written on his face.  Seeing him like this lifted my spirits considerably.

After asking how I’d slept, he asked me to come outside with him to his truck.  It was a beat-up old pickup truck and he’d loaded all kinds of books and equipment onto the back.

“They must not pay witch doctors very much,” I thought out loud, immediately regretting how rude it sounded.

He laughed.  “I don’t do this for the money, Ana.”

He handed me a couple small boxes, and after grabbing a large metal contraption of some sort, he led me back into the clinic.  He had me stand back while he opened the door, in case my mother had “woke up” during the night.  When he didn’t return right away, I swallowed hard and stepped into the doorway.  He was standing over her, his eyes trained on her neck.  Gone was the optimism that was present just a few minutes prior, replaced almost entirely by despair.

It was a while before he’d noticed me there.  I’d been too frightened to say a word.  “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, once he finally looked up.  He was doing his best to regain his cheerfulness.  “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting out there.  I—“

“We’ve run out of time haven’t we?”

He nodded.

Crippling pain ripped the air from my chest and warm tears streaked down my face. I struggled to remain calm.  I leaned against the inside of the door for support and let myself cry.

But only for a moment.  Now was the time to be strong, I decided quickly.  “What are you going to do with her now?” I asked him plainly.

The question seemed to throw him.  He opened his mouth a couple of times, but stopped himself before any words came out.

“Please tell me you’re not going to kill her.”

I clenched my fists as I entertained the desperate thoughts that were running through my head.  I looked around the room for potential weapons—my mother had taught me to do that—willing to defend her with force if it came to that.  There was no way I was going to let him kill her.  This time I was protecting her.

“Ana…What else can we do?  We owe it to her to keep her soul pure.  She deserves the chance to see heaven.”

“But…”  The thought of any kind of afterlife hadn’t even crossed my mind.  How could I deny her that?  There could be no more selfish act in the whole world.  Still, some part of me couldn’t bear to have her put down like some animal.

“But I can save her!” I pleaded.  “I have to…”

Dr. Roberts, who had already started toward me, initiated a hug.  “And what if you can’t?  Are you willing to wager that much?”

I wasn’t.  I broke down, no longer fighting the tears.

“It’s okay Ana, just let it out.”

“Ana, are you alright?” I heard Darren’s voice behind me.  I felt Dr. Roberts’s head shift in his direction, and though no words were spoken, Darren must have gotten the message.  “I’ll be in the waiting room if you need anything,” he followed.

After I’d calmed down a bit, Dr. Roberts suggested I say my goodbyes.  He reminded me that this wasn’t a chance that everyone got. I should say any and everything I needed to.  He gave her an injection of something, assuring me that it was only to give me some more time with her, and not the injection that would end her second life.

I waited until he left the room and then took my mother’s left hand.  Every so often it would twitch, and I would feel myself start to lose it again, but I was able to stay strong.  With my eyes shut, and a weird tingling sensation on my back, I poured out my heart—apologizing for everything I could ever remember doing wrong, telling her how much I loved her and would miss her.  Finally, I said goodbye.  The finality of it made me shiver.  Dr. Robert’s cell phone began to chime on the counter and I decided that there was nothing left to say.

I grabbed the cell phone and started toward the door in no real rush.  Whoever it was, Dr. Roberts could always call them back.  But he must have heard it too because he met me at the door.  I handed him the phone.  Whoever called, it must have annoyed him because he looked irritated when he dialed the number back.  He stepped into an examination room to get some privacy, but for as loud as he was talking, he might as well have stayed put.

“This is not the time—,” he started.  “I don’t care how important she says it is…I’ve got a family member in here who’s just lost her mother… She knows...?  I’m going.”

He came back into the hall, moving quickly past me before disappearing into my mother’s room.  I heard Dr. Roberts swear and I rushed back inside to see what had happened.

His phone was on the floor.  He turned and stared at me in stunned silence.  “You…did this?” he asked, pointing to my mother.

His words scared me.  It sounded like an accusation.  “Did what?” I asked with a worried voice.

He practically ran to me, grabbing me by the shoulders and guiding me over the bed.

“This,” he said releasing his grip.

I gasped.  The black streaks on her neck were gone, and her entire left arm was clear as well.









Chapter
17

Miracle

“I-I did this?  But how?”

Dr. Roberts wasn’t listening.  He was scrambling to locate the phone he’d dropped.  Whoever he was talking to must have still been on the line because he didn’t have to dial back before speaking.

“How?” he asked.  “Is she a healer? Like Genevieve?”  He looked up at me.  I was still frozen where I stood.  “What else can you do?”

Hearing the concern in his voice, I decided to be completely honest.  “Sometimes, I can hear people’s thoughts…It’s kinda random though.”

His eyes widened.  “She’s a conjurer…”

“She’s a conjurer?” Darren repeated from the doorway.  I had no idea how long he’d been standing there.  “But that’s not possible.  She’s an heir.”

Dr. Roberts pulled him into the room, and shut the door behind him.  He continued speaking into the phone, this time doing a much better job of concealing his voice.  When he addressed us again, it was to tell us to sit down and be quiet.  He looked scared.

Dr. Roberts spoke to me first.  “Ana, the woman on the phone was my motherin-law.  You may have met her—she attended your welcome party.  She’s not technically a witch, but she’s always been able to see things—things other people can’t.”

“Is that who you were talking about when you said “she’s” a conjurer?’” Darren asked.  “The woman on the phone?”  His voice had a hopeful tone.

Dr. Roberts kept his eyes on me.  “Do you trust this boy?”

I looked over at Darren.  Realization struck him as I did so.

“You were talking about Ana, weren’t you?” Darren sighed.

I nodded.

He stood up and ran his hand across his forehead.  I’d had enough of waiting for an explanation.  “What do you mean when you say that I’m a conjurer?”

Dr. Roberts took the spot that Darren had just vacated.  “It means that you’ve been gifted with unnatural magick, Ana.”

“Unnatural?”

“Let me explain.  Magick is simply the ability to instruct nature to do what you want.  If I wanted to start a fire out of thin air, then I would simply command nature to create enough friction to do so.  But although you may command it, you are still bound by its laws.  That is to say, magick is limited to what is naturally possible.  Hence the term, “natural magick.”  All witches and warlocks have this ability once they come of age.  Unnatural magick on the other hand, isn’t nearly as common.  Less than one tenth of one percent of witchfolk are born with the ability to tap into this brand of magick in any significant way, and even then they can usually only access it through one specific gift.  Say mind reading, for example. Or in my motherin-law’s case, foresight.  Unnatural magick is essentially the ability to bend nature—“

“To violate it,” Darren interrupted.  “It’s called black magick for a reason.”

Dr. Roberts sighed.  “To put it plainly, there is nothing to limit what a witch gifted with unnatural magick can do.  The normal limitations regarding what is or isn’t possible simply don’t apply.  And judging from the fact that you have multiple gifts, I’d say that not only are you conjurer, but your affinity may very well be unnatural magick.  Only one other has possessed that affinity, the woman whose eyes you’ve inherited.”

Darren nearly choked.  “You can’t be serious.  The elders would never allow that.  They still tell stories of what happened to Gregori Rasputin.”

Dr. Roberts nodded.  “Which is why it will never leave this room.  There is an almost paranoid fear of conjurers within our community, to the extent that it rivals that of vampires.  For an heir to command such power—her affinity no less…”

He let his words trail off and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder.  I wondered if I looked as frightened as I felt.  “Ana I don’t mean to scare you, but I need for you to listen now.  I want you to call your grandmother and tell her that my treatments worked.  I’ll play along and swear to have no idea how it happened, but that it did in fact happen as a result of my treatments.”  He turned to Darren.  “I take it that by your coming by to see her today that you two are friends?”

“More than friends I hope,” answered Darren with a quick look in my direction.  I forced a smile.

“Good.  Then you will take this information to the grave.  Know that if you let this slip, even once, you put her in terrible danger.”

He still looked conflicted, but nodded.  “I understand.”

Finally he smiled at me, shaking his head happily.  “Ana, you’ve done it.  You’ve saved your mother.  Of course, I’ll need to monitor her for the next twenty four hours to see what kind of effect your magick has on her overall prognosis.  But for now…”

I repeated the words over and over in my head.  “You’ve saved your mother.”  And honestly, after hearing those words, it was hard to be too concerned with the rest of it.











Chapter 18

Boston


Dr. Roberts decided that on second thought, it would probably be more convincing if he called with the news.  I stayed with my mother while he did so, and found my eyes getting wet once more, only this time they were happy tears.  Just in the short time since I last looked, had the venom retreated from her opposite arm and shoulders.

Once Dr. Roberts finished with the phone call, I went out to the waiting room with Darren to wait for my grandmother’s arrival.  Even though he tried to hide it, I could tell that my being a “conjurer” changed how he saw me.  And to be honest, those feelings I felt for Tristan made me a little uneasy around him.

“I brought these for you. Guess you don’t need them, huh?”  He pulled a box of cards from underneath one of the chairs.  I couldn’t tell from his voice whether he was angry or just genuinely wanted me to have them.  When he pulled his from the top of the pile, I knew it was the latter.

It was a bright red card with a heart on the front, a Valentine’s Day card really, but the inside of the flaps were empty, and he’d used the space to write his own message.

Dear Ana,

I know that we haven’t known each other long,

but I wanted you to know that you have me if you need me.

I’m not good with telling girls how I feel,

go figure, but when I write it seems to flow,

so I’m hoping I’m making myself clear.

I feel really close to you for some reason,

ever since I first saw you peeking down the stairs.

It’s like my granddad used to say,

“you know when someone special comes into your life,

you just feel it.”  I felt it Ana.

I know this is horrible timing with what’s going on with your mother and all

but I need you to know that I’m here if you need to talk.

Or if you need to get away for a while.

Or if you just need to punch something (you’re pretty scrawny so I’m sure I can take it).

I can back off if you need me to, too.  I can give you space.

I’ll wait as long as it takes.  I know how this sounds

given we’ve known each other for like a couple of days, and we promised “no pressure,”

but honestly I can’t stop thinking about you,

and I just wanted you to know that I’m here.



P.S.  I sold the truck and donated the money.

I know I can only drive one at a time,

but I’m having a hard time deciding between the Beamer and the Porsche.

But hey, it’s a start right?

-Darren

Whatever awkwardness I was sensing before vanished the instant my eyes returned to his face.  There was no worry or humiliation there; he’d meant every word he’d written and wanted me to know it.  That nervous excitement that sent my heart racing the last time I was with him returned, and though it wasn’t the intense longing I felt for Tristan, it was still very real.  I leaned over in my chair for a hug and he wrapped one of those strong arms around me.  I realized that I felt safe there.  He could really be my soft place to fall.

Next, Darren pulled out a folded piece of notebook paper and handed it to me.  Taylor wasn’t in the loop like the witches and warlocks who’d sent cards were, and had hastily written down a “Hope your mom gets better!  Miss You Much!” note with her phone number.  He said that he’d told her my mother had gotten sick overnight and that I’d chosen to stay with her.  It was as honest as he could be.  I smiled at her thoughtfulness and stuck her note into my pocket.

We spent the next twenty minutes going through cards from people I didn’t know.  There were a few exceptions in that Nathan, Duncan’s grandson, and Aspen, my preteen make-up artist, had both sent something along.  Darren was visibly upset when I asked if London had sent anything.  He attributed her lack of a card to her being upset that the two of us were close.  He said it was low, even for her, and that she never even tried to get to know me before deciding to hate me.  Apparently, Darren was one of the people London’s “hating me” act was meant for.  I didn’t blow our cover, but it did feel wrong to be less than honest with him when he had practically bared his soul to me.

When my grandmother finally did arrive, it was with a crowd.  Most of the women who’d sat with her at my welcome party, some council they’d said, were with her now, with the addition of a slightly younger lady who I didn’t remember meeting.  Though Dr. Roberts had called with good news, each of the women looked anxious, and spoke amongst themselves in hushed voices.  They were so involved in whatever they were discussing in fact, that none of them noticed Darren and I sitting just a few feet from where they were standing.  It was Darren who got their attention.

“It’s true, Nana. Dr. Roberts brought her back.”  He smiled his bright smile, and had added just the right amount of awe to his voice.  Then again, the awe part might have been genuine.  I smiled with him.

Silence fell over the women and his grandmother stepped forward.  She seemed torn at first, unsure whether to join the excitement on our side of the waiting room or to fall back into the cloud of skepticism the other women made up.  The former won out.  She dived toward us, wrapping the both of us up in a giant bear hug.

“It’s a miracle!” she shouted.

I found my own grandmother in the group.  Darren’s grandmother’s defection had shaken her, and for just a moment it seemed like she might let herself believe, but that spark fizzled quickly once the younger woman whispered something into her ear.

“Let’s see for ourselves this cure,” she announced, stepping determinedly toward the examination rooms.  Darren’s grandmother stood up and joined them, but turned to wink at us before following the others into the hall.

Feeling myself become anxious, I had stood up to follow when I felt Darren take hold of my wrist.

“Don’t,” he said.  His voice dropped to a whisper.  “Dr. Roberts will have a hard enough time as it is trying to pull this off without having to worry what you’ll say when they ask you something.  And they will.  The Elder Witches are good at getting people to say something they don’t mean to.  They’re what passes for a jury when you break one of our laws.  Just remember, we don’t know how it happened.  If they ask you something when they get back, shrug and say you’re just glad your mother’s alright.”

“Sounds like you’ve got some practice with this kind of thing,” I said with a small smile.

He smiled awkwardly.  “I’m pretty good at getting out of trouble.”

Just then, Duncan stormed into the clinic looking furious.  He turned to me with eyes so severe that I was sure I would have confessed had he spoken a word to me.  Luckily he didn’t, and stomped off behind the others.

Darren put his hand over mine.  “It’ll be alright, Ana.  Just breathe.”

“What happened to Grigori?” I asked out of the blue.

“Huh?” The question caught him off guard.

“You said that they still tell stories about what happened to him.”

“You really wanna hear about that now?”

I nodded.

“Uh, well he was like you,” Darren dropped his voice to a whisper, “a conjurer.”  “He’s your ancestor in fact.  No one knows what his ability was— just that he used it to control the royal family in Russia.  People didn’t like it that they gave him so much power, but he wasn’t breaking any laws so there was nothing anyone could do.  Well, one night he let himself get drunk and used black—I mean, unnatural magick in front of other warlocks.  They tied him up and then did the “tests.”  Once they’d confirmed that he was a conjurer, they tortured him… It was bad, I won’t go into detail, but when they found his body it wasn’t in good shape.  We’re all told about it when we’re kids, as a scary bedtime story or whatever—every night his ghost supposedly picks out a different victim to torture as revenge.  That part’s fake, but what happened to Gregori is historical fact.  I guess the story’s just to teach us to be afraid of conjurers.”

I wished I’d kept my mouth shut.  If I was anxious before, then I was terrified now.  Hearing that people were afraid of someone who could read minds was understandable, hearing what that fear had made them do….

“But I won’t let that happen to you,” he said touching my hand again.  His touch had sent a wave of warmth through me.  It was reassuring.

The door leading back to the examination rooms burst open.  My heart skipped a beat.

This time it was my grandmother who was rushing over to us.  Elation sparkled in her eyes and she wrapped her arms around me.  “It truly is a miracle!”

The relief I was experiencing was so great that I found myself laughing.  The other women followed my grandmother’s lead—each came over separately, expressing their how happy they were for us.  But while most of them were content with a hug or a gentle rub on my back, Darren’s grandmother wasn’t satisfied until she planted two big kisses on both my cheeks.  I saw Dr. Roberts step out into waiting room next, and while not very obvious to most of the people in the waiting area, I could tell that he was just as relieved to have pulled this off.  Unfortunately, the next face I saw made me swallow so hard that I began to cough.

Duncan eyed me closely as he perched himself in the doorway.  There was no joy in his face, and his eyes bore into me with such fierceness that there was little doubt in my mind that he knew.  My eyes shot over to Darren and I saw that he’d noticed Duncan’s accusing eyes too.  He looked worried.

********************

I was spending the night at the clinic again.  Dr. Roberts was able to pull me aside to suggest that I be around just in case my mother’s condition regressed.  I wasn’t sure if I could repeat whatever it was I’d done, but as my grandmother didn’t have any problem with it this time, I was certainly willing to make myself available.  I’d managed to avoid Duncan’s eyes until he and everyone else headed home, and the big hug Darren gave me just before we parted had the Elder Witches giggling.

It was late.  After checking up on my mother for the fifteenth time, I headed back into the examination room, lay out on the bed, and ordered myself to stay put.  Dr. Roberts would be spending the tonight too, to monitor my mother’s recovery.  I didn’t want to keep interrupting him.  On my last visit, he’d said that the venom having cleared from her heart was a great sign. Once he placed a transfusion line into the large vein leading up to it, he could almost guarantee that it would remain uncompromised. The fact that things were continuing to go so well kept me in good enough spirits to push back my worries to the periphery of my brain.  And on occasion, when they did streak out into the center of my thoughts, I had two ready-made worry dampeners to fend them off.  First, I reminded myself that if Duncan truly wanted to bust me, he’d had the perfect opportunity with the Elder witches assembled right there in the waiting room.  And secondly, I decided that if Gregori could keep his being a conjurer a secret, then why couldn’t I?  Getting myself drunk was a non-issue for me; I’d never even tasted alcohol.  And honestly, the threat of a gruesome death?  Well that ensured I never would. The fact that I was some kind of super witch, practically capable of bringing my mother back from the dead (well, there was no practically about it), actually felt kind of badass the more that I thought about it—

“Oh my god!” I shouted into the darkness.

A realization struck me like lightning and I sat up in the examination bed.  Tristan’s story didn’t seem so farfetched anymore.  I mean, if I could bring my mother back from the other side… then why couldn’t I bring myself back?

Goosebumps sprouted across my body and my heart began to thump in my chest, pounding against my rib cage.  It was all real, the emotions, the explanation for it, everything fit.  The only thing that had stopped me from believing was how outrageous it sounded.  I now knew that I was perfectly capable of outrageous.  I reached under the pillow and grabbed Darren’s card, holding it up to my chest.  Guilt stirred inside of me.  Crap.

Morning came fast, and I woke up smiling.  I had dreamed that my mother had come to and that she’d heard all the things I’d said to her while she was out.  Suddenly, all those memories I feared I’d miss out on began to play out like mini-movies.  She was there to walk me down the aisle, and she was there with me when I was having my first child.  And what’s more, Darren was there too.

Unfortunately, as soon as I leaned up in bed, it all immediately felt like a lie.  I suddenly found myself missing Tristan terribly.  His scent, those eyes.  It was like my heart was punishing my brain for dreaming about the wrong boy.

I found Dr. Roberts working with my mother.  His eyes were red and huge bags puffed out beneath them.  He’d been up with her up all night.  Half of me wanted to tell him to get some sleep, while the other half was scared that if he did, something might happen while he was gone.  I decided not to say anything.  Instead, I took up a seat in one of the chairs beside the bed and watched him work for a little while.  He had set up the device below her heart and though the black streaks still webbed across her lower extremities, they were much fainter now.

Try as I might to stay in the present, my thoughts kept drifting to Tristan.  He was coming back tonight to tell me the rest of the story and it was going to be bad.  Did I really want to hear bad?  And then there was the fact that I wouldn’t see him again after that.  It was the last thing he’d said to me and conveniently the part I thought about the least.  Even knowing this, I found myself eager to meet with him, to feel those intense emotions again.

“Where are you right now?” asked Dr. Roberts, laughing as he waved a hand in front of my face, disrupting my daydream.

I’m with a vampire, who is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and who I’ve apparently loved for lifetimes already.  Only, he’s changed his mind for some reason, maybe because I don’t remember him, or maybe because the current me doesn’t stack up to the old ones.  “Nowhere,” was what I actually said.

The hours seemed to crawl by, with not much change in my mother’s progress.  So when my grandmother arrived with the younger woman from before, I found myself almost overjoyed for the break in the monotony.

“Bringing people back from the dead?  Aren’t we full of surprises?”

I nearly panicked before I realized it was London’s voice that I was hearing.

“Where are you?” I thought as she stepped into the room.  She rolled her eyes at me and I remembered that she was still pretending to hate me.  As to why this was, I had no idea.  Still, seeing her triggered even more thoughts about Tristan and as she undoubtedly saw the images flash in my mind, she almost let a smile slip.

“Ana, I want you to meet the woman who will be replacing me soon as your chief adviser.  After you turn twenty five, of course.  This is Bethany McArthur.”

The younger woman smiled and reached out her hand.  “Let’s hope it’s not for awhile though, your grandmother’s in excellent health.”

I took her hand and she nodded for London to come closer.  “You’ve already met my youngest daughter, but London here tells me that you two didn’t get a chance to meet on your first day of school.”

I shook my head.  “You’re really committed to this, aren’t you?”

She laughed inside her head.  “You’ll understand soon enough.”

I couldn’t believe the easy way in which we conversed.  Albeit telepathically.  The fact that she now knew two of my biggest secrets and hadn’t immediately tried to blackmail me or something made it concrete.  She was really someone I could trust.

After listening to her mother and my grandmother flatter one another for another ten minutes, with London doing her best to make it as obvious as possible that she hated being here, they got to the point of the visit.

“Here it comes,” London thought as her mother turned to address me.

“Ana, since you’re new here, you probably don’t have a lot of friends.  I was thinking that maybe London could kind of show you around a bit.  Help you get to know some people.  She has some community service activities happening tonight.  I’m sure she’d love for you to join her.”

London stared blankly at her mother.  Her mother cleared her throat. London rolled her eyes again.  “I would really like, super duper love it if you could come, it would totally make my entire year.”

The sarcasm was not lost on anyone.  My grandmother looked uncomfortable, while her mother looked to be on the verge of losing it.

“Say yes. We are not going anywhere near the food bank, I can assure you.” 

“Sounds like fun,” I answered.

Relief spread across Mrs. McArthur’s face.  “Alright then, she’ll pick you up around seven!”

I glanced at Dr. Roberts.  He nodded and then said, “Have some fun.  It’s just a waiting game now.”

********************

Darren’s truck was flashy, but it was nothing compared to the shiny silver convertible moving down the driveway.  I’d come home to take a shower and to get some clothes and was now standing next to the thin driveway that wound back to the side of the house near the ballroom.  While up in my room, I found myself checking the balcony constantly for Tristan’s arrival.  I’d stalled an extra ten minutes while getting dressed to see if he’d show up.  No luck.  As I watched London skid to a stop in front of me, I couldn’t help but hope that she was facilitating tonight’s meeting.

She hopped out, her light brown hair tied back into a pony tail.  She wore a pair of fitted khakis, though not nearly as tight as the ones she wore on the first day of school, and a white short sleeved button-up. “Sorry,” she said in a sweet voice.  “Sometimes I get a little excited.”

My grandmother eyed her curiously.  “I take it I do not have to tell a girl with your reputation about behavior, so I’ll just say that she needs to be back by no later than ten—eleven o’clock.”

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Adams.  I’ll have her back in plenty of time.”

My grandmother smiled, seemingly satisfied with that response, and turned for the house.

I followed London to her car, and was floored by the interior.  It looked like the inside of a space ship.  So many knobs and buttons, and the seats hugged me like a giant teddy bear.  Without warning, the car jerked forward, tires screeching from the sudden acceleration.  I turned just in time to see my grandmother’s head whip around.

London was beaming by the time we’d turned onto the highway.  “Wednesday nights—the only time I get some freedom!”  She threw up both her hands.  “WOOOO!”  The car nearly veered into oncoming traffic but she corrected herself and thought the whole thing a hoot.

“Oh come
on, loosen up!” she said turning to me.  “You’ve got a lifetime to be stuck in this awful town, live a little while you can!”

Despite fearing for my life, I tried to give her a big smile to show I was having a good time.

She laughed.  “You forget I can read your thoughts.”

I did forget, but thankfully she did drive more carefully.

I did my best to resist the impulse to ask her if she was taking me to meet Tristan.  I was pretty sure she could hear my wanting to ask her, but she didn’t say anything.  Then again, once her favorite song came on, she’d turned up the radio so loud that I could barely hear my own thoughts.

When the car slowed and we turned into the parking lot of a Big Buy department store, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was here somewhere.  When we pulled into a parking space as far from the store as was possible, I felt my heart race.  We were definitely not going inside.

London hopped out and pulled the tie from around her ponytail, letting her hair fall down her back.  Next, she opened the trunk and pulled out two large shopping bags.  She threw one to me.  Inside was a stretch t-shirt and the smallest shorts I’d ever seen; they could easily pass as underwear.  By the time I’d turned to see what she’d bought for herself, she’d already removed her top in broad daylight and in full view of anyone passing by.  I could hear car horns honking from the highway, and was I sure I heard someone yell “Got milk?”

I was in shock.  “London, what are you doing?!”

She tilted her head and sighed.  “Honestly, you are way too young to be so uptight.  It’s not like I don’t have a bra on.”

“But—“

“But nothing.  They’re just breasts.  Every girl has ‘em.  We keep them covered up like it’s some kind of secret.  Girls have breasts, big deal.  Why is it that a guy can go topless and it’s nothing, but the minute a girl pulls off her shirt, everybody acts like it’s the end of the friggin’ world?”

I didn’t answer.  I just took another look inside the bag.  I didn’t have anywhere near the kind of gall necessary to wear something this revealing.  Or the curves for that matter.

London got back into the driver’s seat, visibly disappointed that I hadn’t agreed to be her twin as far being overly sexy goes.  Feeling like I’d let her down, I didn’t bother asking about Tristan.  There was, however, one thing I did know about our destination as we passed the city limits sign a minute later. It was not in Brighton.

“So what’s up with you and Darren?” she asked.

“Oh, uh, we’re just friends,” I said.

“But you wanna be friends with benefits?” she asked next.

I felt my face flush.  “Um, no not like that…”

“So let me get this straight, you have feelings for him but you don’t want to nail him?  You know, he already has a sister.”

I couldn’t believe how casually she talked about sex.  “Have you done it before?”

“Uh yeah,” she said.  “with Darren.”

That hurt to hear.  I knew he had a past with her, but to hear the specifics?

“Don’t fall for that “I’m so into you…you’re the one…” act he’s trying to put over on you.  It’s seriously not anything I, or the girl before me hasn’t already heard.  Besides, he’s more interested in your title than anything else.”

I know that it was Darren that she was putting down, but it was my feelings that were getting trampled.  Surely sensing this, she’d back off a little.  Nope.

“Listen, I’m not trying to be mean, but it’s all part of the game here, and your coming back has shaken everything up.  Take my mom for instance—she’s been kissing your grandmother’s butt for years to become her choice for Chief Advisor/Head of the Council of Elders. You think she meant what she said about hoping your grandmother keeps her health?  Yeah right, she would like nothing better than for her to drop dead today.  I’ve heard the thoughts in her mind. Before you came back, it would have meant she could run Brighton like an heir.  But seeing as you have come back, she’s decided to use me to get in good with you.  Because, who knows?  When your mother fully recovers, you might decide she’s best suited to be your Chief Advisor.  And Darren, well he’s always cherished the Chief Guardian command.  Of course, it’s little Nathan’s inheritance, and the only way he could obtain it is if he had your backing.  It’s all a game here Ana, with everyone fighting and backstabbing one another to get to the top.  My mother could write a book on the subject.  The only one with nothing to worry about is you—unless you let it slip that you’re a conjurer.”

It took a moment for all of that to sink in.  Despite what she’d said about her mom and Darren, it was her remark about being a conjurer that I wanted to discuss further.  “But you’re one too, right?  It’s how we can both read minds?”

“Yeah, but that’s the most that I can do.  You’re an heir, it’s your affinity.  Pretty soon there will be nothing you can’t do.  You can cheat death for goodness sakes—bringing people back from the other side… bringing yourself back.  That’s insane.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” It was quiet for a while after that.

“I wouldn’t worry,” she added. “Whatever he has to tell you, it can’t be that bad.”

Seriously?  I was starting to find her ability more than a little annoying and didn’t care if she knew.  I didn’t appreciate having my mind raided whenever she saw fit.  With her there was no such thing as privacy.  You didn’t even have to be thinking about something for her to know it, I’d just discovered.  I had been doing my very best not to think about what it was he was going to tell me tonight, and yet she’d plucked it out my head like it was a piece of fruit or something.  For all I knew, she could have my whole life story locked away in her brain somewhere.  Confirming that she was in fact aware of my irritation with her, she turned up the radio and didn’t say anything else.  At least until we pulled up in front of a building.  Club Redd blinked on the exterior in neon lighting.

“Where are we?” I asked, feeling tremendously out of my element.  There was a couple sitting in the jeep next to us that looked like they were glued to one another.  It wasn’t hard to guess what they were doing.

“Boston, Mass,” she replied.  “Now get out, so you can shake your …”











Chapter 19

Aiden


“Is Tristan here?” I asked desperately.  Surely, there had to be some reason she would bring me out here.  She had access to my thoughts so she had to know how uncomfortable I was right now.

“Not really Tristan’s scene,” she answered.  “But an hour here and I’ll take you to him.  I promise.”

I weighed my options.  I didn’t see that I had much of a choice.  I could either sit in the car for an hour and risk her being too mad to take me, or suck it up and go inside.

“Oh come on,” she pleaded.  “It’s not like you wore the outfit I picked out for you.”

“Fine,” I said, slamming the door behind me.  I really did not want to be here. Unfortunately, London didn’t seem to care all that much.

There was a line outside but London went straight for the door, ignoring the shouts she was getting from both guys and girls.  Music blared from inside.  An enormous man was standing out front holding a clipboard, and his face lit up with recognition as we approached.

“Hey!” he shouted.  “We missed you last week.  What happened?”

London smiled back.  “Got sick, but I’m better now!  I’m back to show my friend here a good time.”

He frowned at me.  “What is she?  Twelve?  Come on now.  No way I can let her in here.”

“Not even for me?” London asked sweetly.

He eyed us over, and London gave him what I supposed was her “puppydog” face.  He started to crack.  “Alright, but you keep an eye on your little sister.  Anything happens to her in there, not our fault.”

“No worries, our guys are already inside.”

Feeling insulted and uneasy, my body suddenly tensed.  Did she say guys with an “s”? Before I could say anything, she had me by the arm, pulling me into the madness that was this club.  It was almost pitch black, with violent red bulbs flashing overhead.  She kept us the near the wall, and I was thankful.  I could easily see myself drowning in the sea of gyrating bodies at the club’s center.

London was leading us toward a door with steps beyond it, I could tell that much.  Unfortunately, there was a group of men in our way who looked a little too excited to see us coming.  The biggest of the four, a balding man whose belly was spilling out from underneath his t-shirt, put his hand up to stop us.

“Hot damn!  You musta come straight outta my dreams baby,” said the man to London.  “My wet dreams,” he added with a snicker.

The other men ate it up.  One of them, an odd looking man sporting a large earring that pierced both his lip and earlobe (gross!), advanced to join him.  “And you,” he said looking me over.  “I think you want daddy to give you a spanking.  Have you been a naughty girl?”

London was livid.  Pressing the palm of her hand firmly into the first man’s chest, she pushed him aside. I was being pulled behind her again and as we passed, I saw his hand reach up and grab London’s backside.  Her head whipped around.  “Did you just...?”

The man wore a smirk.  “No fair you get to feel me up and I don’t get to do the same.”

The door behind them burst open.  The rude man who had grabbed London was suddenly lifted in the air, and held there—a feat considering just how he large he was.   While his friends dispersed, including the creepy guy who’d addressed me, I stared at our rescuer.  He was large, a little bigger than Darren, and wore only a black vest over his thickly muscled frame.  His hair was dark and spiked, and he stared up at the fat man with intense brown eyes.  In fact, with every passing second his eyes got more intense, and I could see him balling up a fist that seemed capable of permanent damage.

London saw it too.  She dashed over to him, putting herself between the two.  She lifted her hands to his face and brought his eyes down to hers.  “Look at me Aiden… Look at me,” she said in a relaxed voice. Seeing her light brown eyes in the lamp light seemed to have the desired effect.  He shook himself free of the rage that had possessed him and spoke calmly to the man he had suspended in midair.  “Please apologize to London.”

The man, whose face was beet red and shivering, turned his face to London.  “I-I’m so s-sorry.”

“Okay, Aiden that’s enough,” London said next, this time more firmly.  “You’ve made your point.”

Aiden sighed.  Clearly if it were up to him, he’d drag this out a bit.  But he obeyed, setting the man back onto his feet before watching him scurry off in the opposite direction.  Seemingly eager to put that behind us, London waved me over.

“This is my boyfriend, Aiden,” she announced, gesturing to our rescuer.  She smiled as she nodded towards me.  “And you already know who she is.”

He flashed a smile.  Even that seemed to have an edge to it.  “Do I ever,” he smirked.  His voice was deep and had a rasp to it.  As he turned for the stairs I noticed a long scar down the side of his neck.  Whatever caused it had gone deep.

As London and I followed him up the stairs, thoughts churned in my head.  How would he know who I am?  Unless he knew me from before?  Or knew Tristan?  London turned around with a grin and nodded.  But if he knew Tristan…I thought about how quickly he’d appeared, how effortless it was for him to hold up that man for so long…Was Aiden a vampire too?

“Oh
yeah,” thought London.  “We’ve got more than just mind reading in common!”

My mind slid the pieces into place.  London’s connection to Tristan, the person knocking on the cabin door to alert Tristan when it was time to go—it was Aiden.

“I can’t wait to see his face,” I heard London say.

“I can’t believe you pulled this off,” Aiden responded.

“He’s looking in our direction, you think he knows?”

“Nah,” said Aiden.  “He’s probably just wondering what took me so long.  We both heard those men talking.  When I heard your voice, and realized that they were talking to you two…”

Just when I began to wonder what exactly it was I was walking into, I saw him.  He was standing next to a pool table gazing curiously in our direction.  And then he noticed me.  He quickly turned his head.  I could tell that he was angry.

Aiden looked down at London.  She bit her lip.  “Uh oh,” she said softly.

I just stared at Tristan.  He looked uncertain as to what he should do next.  He started to walk off a couple of times, but stopped himself, managing a tense “hello” once we reached the table.  He didn’t meet my eyes.

But my cold reception didn’t stop me from feeling hopelessly attracted to him.  His green eyes, framed with loose strands of his black hair, still captivated me.  I imagined those perfect lips pressing against my own.  Again the urge to go to him seized me, but he spoke before I could move.

“You shouldn’t have brought her here,” he said suddenly.

London looked stunned.  “But…”

“I told you,” he nearly shouted.  “I changed my mind.”

“She doesn’t have the memories Tristan, but the feelings are still there.”

That seemed to take him by surprise, and his anger lifted.  But only for a second.  His face became hard again, and he began to move in the opposite direction.

London was about to protest but stopped.  Her eyes got big and she turned to me, and then back to Tristan.  She’d seen something in his head, something about me, enough to make her back off.  And then I knew.  She’d seen the “something bad” he meant to tell me.  She wrapped her arm around Aiden’s and led him away.  He seemed confused but didn’t argue.

Seeing London and Aiden leaving, Tristan turned to address me again.  “You…you should just go,” he said wearily.

I’d felt like I’d been hit by a truck.  He hadn’t planned on coming back tonight.

“I believe what you said the other night,” I started.  “I guess I just wanted to talk about it.”

“Well, I don’t want to tell you.  Not now.  Not with you mother dying.”

“She’s not anymore,” I said quickly, hoping the news might change the dynamic of this conversation.  It didn’t.

“It doesn’t matter.  I was wrong.  I shouldn’t have given you the choice.  Go home, Lexy—”  He sighed.  “Go home, Ana.”

This time he did walk away, leaving me feeling very much alone and totally rejected.  I took a couple deep breaths and started for the car when I felt something wet hit my arm.  I was crying.  Pain burned in my chest and I ducked into the bathroom, locking myself into a stall.  It seemed like I was always crying now.

I heard the bathroom door swing open and frantically wiped my face with my sleeve.  If it was London, I didn’t want her to know that I was crying.  Who was I kidding?  Of course she’d know I was crying, what didn’t she know?

“Not much to choose from tonight, Stephanie,” a voice sounded.

“Yeah, broke my heart to see tall, dark, and dangerous spoken for.  His friend’s just as hot though, if you like the model type.”

The first girl laughed.  “Did you see how quick he sent that young girl away?  Guess he wasn’t happy being stuck babysitting.”

The other girl laughed.  “She’s young.  She’ll learn that guys who look like that, don’t go for girls that look like her.  They tend to like girls…with a bit more to offer.”

“And a bit more willing to offer it!”

“Let that be a lesson to you!” she shouted, pounding my stall door.  They left the bathroom laughing.

I buried my face into my hands, wondering if it was possible to feel any lower than I did right now.  There was a tapping sound on my stall door about a minute later.

“Go away,” I said, sounding pitiful even to myself.  I could have sworn that those girls had left.

“It’s me,” London spoke in a soft voice.

I didn’t answer.

“When I connect with someone’s mind, I can do more than just hear their thoughts.  I can experience what they feel.  That longing, that connection you feel toward him, he feels it too.  Only with him, it’s so much deeper.  It’s intense.  Believe me, he would like nothing more than to take you up in his arms and kiss you, I’ve seen it.  But he’s trying to push you away because…well, he’s afraid you’ve given up too much for him.  But you have to make him see that he’s wrong.  What you two have— it’s rare…so rare.  I’ve probably connected to hundreds of minds since learning that I could, and I’ve only felt real love only a handful of times.  I’ve met couples who’ve been together for forty years and not have what you guys have.  But you’ve got to fight for it Ana.  Do whatever it takes.  I’ll help you.  I’ve been helping you—well, trying at least.”

I pulled myself up and unlocked the door.

She pulled it open.  It surprised me to see her face wet too.  It was obvious to me that she’d been sincere.  So when she reached out for a hug, I fell into her arms.  “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.  “I really thought I was helping by bringing you here tonight.”

To my relief and slight disappointment, Tristan had already left when we emerged from the bathroom.  Maybe it was for the best, his not being here right now. I needed time think about things, to think about what it was he thought I was giving up for him.  I wondered when I’d see him again.  Or if I ever would.

Aiden had chosen to stay, and walked us out to her car. It was a good thing he had, because the men from before were standing around a pickup truck joking loudly about what had happened to rude guy who’d grabbed London.  I could see that the guy, still visibly shaken, didn’t find it nearly as funny as his friends did.

London tried her best to distract Aiden, but once he recognized them, I saw his jaw set.  That anger was resurfacing, and again London had to put herself between them.  Emboldened by the distance, the men began to taunt him.

“What’s wrong?  Your lady gotta sign your permission slip for you to come over here?”

I could see the fire burning in Aiden’s eyes.  He was barely keeping himself together, and London, though much taller than me, was nothing compared to him.  He could get through her without any effort at all.

“Think about this,” she said to him.  “Do this for me.  You have to learn to control it, Aiden.  It’s the only way we can be together.”

Once again, she seemed to know exactly what buttons to press.  His body relaxed.  London gave him a big hug and closed her eyes.  “I’m so proud of you.”

The men kept taunting him, but he was able to ignore it this time.  He hopped onto a motorcycle and followed us in London’s convertible for a little while before turning off the highway.

“Don’t worry,” London said, noticing my concern.  “He won’t go back.  He just needs to blow off some steam, that’s all.”

I thought about what Tristan had told me that first night.

Again London answered my question before I could ask it.  “Yep, I brought him back.  Well, my face did anyway.  A long, long, long time ago, when they were both still human, he and Tristan used to live together.  They were like brothers.  But they were extremely poor.  To survive, they did odd jobs to earn money.  Well, Aiden used to work in the fields for some really rich guy.  One day the guy’s niece visits by and they hit it off.  She gives him his first kiss.  He thought that he was in love but she went back home that same night and he never saw her again.  Fast forward to about a year ago.  I’m at a club having a good time when this huge, amazingly gorgeous guy comes up and just stares at me.  When I connect to his mind, I can see what he is, and I’m about to drop him immediately, when I stumble across his human memories.  I made him think of her, and thinking of her made him think of his first kiss and his first heart break.  Experiencing those emotions reminded him of his human side.”

“Wow,” I said.  “And it really happens just like that?”

“Yeah, but it’s keeping his human side in control that’s difficult.  He fights the animal inside him constantly.  It’s always there in the back of his mind, threatening to take back control.  It’s in Tristan’s mind too, he’s just had a lot more practice in dealing with it.  Anyway, I know Aiden’s grateful to me for bringing him back—for allowing him to reunite with Tristan, too.  Before he’d met me, he couldn’t understand what had made Tristan give up his old life—he’d really resented him for it.  What started as just being grateful has blossomed into love.”

She smiled.

“He really tries so hard to control the urges, and I’m the only reason for it.  And he beats himself up a lot, because sometimes he feels like he isn’t worthy of my patience.  But I love him.  And when I connect with his mind, I can feel that same love coming back to me.  It’s why I’m so willing to help you, I think.  If you guys can do it, then why can’t we?  We really are kindred spirits you know— conjurers in love with vampires.  The vamp tramps!”

She laughed out loud at the cringe that name evoked.  Despite the difficulties that taming a vampire seemed to present for her, I knew that she truly did love him.  I noticed the haze of happiness that settled over her as she spoke about him, and even now, as we rode in silence, I could see that she was still beaming.  I found myself wishing that Tristan and I could work through whatever barriers we had as well.  But then, I didn’t even know what it was that was keeping us apart.

“Can you tell me what you saw in Tristan’s head?” I asked finally.  “The thing that was so bad?”

London’s smile evaporated.  “He would never forgive me if I did that.”  She never quite looked comfortable after that.  When she turned up the radio, I knew that I had wasted a good opportunity to learn more about Tristan’s and Aiden’s shared past.

When we pulled back into the Big Buy parking lot on the edge of town, I assumed it was just to give her an opportunity to change, but she brought more than just her “community service” clothes up to the driver’s seat. She had a very old looking book as well.

“Okay, so I’ve been trying to figure out what kind of memory spell they might have placed you under and I’ve narrowed it down to one choice.  There was a second choice, but if they’d used that one then surprising you with Tristan again tonight should have brought you out of it.  I kinda figured it was a little weak, but seeing as how it was your own grandmother, I thought she might be hesitant to use permanent magick.”

“I guess not,” I replied.

Her eyes were sympathetic.

“Did you find something for the permanent spell?” I asked hopefully.

She smiled.  “I did.”  She used the cloth bookmark to find her page and used her finger to read the faded text.  Once she’d read the entire page, she looked up at me again.  “Okay, so lean your head towards me.”

I did as she asked, and she placed her forehead against mine.  It was an odd position to be in and we both found ourselves chuckling.  “Stop laughing!” she snorted.

“I’m trying!  But when you laugh, it makes me laugh too.”

Rolling her eyes playfully, she leaned her forehead into mine again.  She began to read the text under her breath, it was nothing I could understand, but as she did so, I could feel a tingling sensation inside my skull.  I waited until she finished before I told her.

“Really!” she exclaimed.  “Well, do you remember anything?”

I searched my mind for anything new.  I focused on Tristan’s image in my head, willing for some new memory of him to appear.  After a few minutes, I was forced to accept that it simply wasn’t there.

London looked crushed.

“Maybe it was a different spell,” I said, trying not to let the disappointment I felt carry over into my voice.

“Or maybe I’m not good enough to do a spell like this,” she said.  She looked demoralized and her eyes were suddenly distant.  This was about a lot more than just me getting back my memories, I discovered.

“It could just take some time to work,” I said hoping to bring her back from wherever it was she went.

She bit her lip and read the text again.  “I suppose it’s possible,” she said finally, a glimmer of optimism in her voice.  “Well, I guess I better get you back.”

As we turned onto the driveway, a thought struck her and she stopped the car.

“I just remembered. I’m supposed to tell you why we’re pretending to hate each other.”

“Right, I forgot about that.”

“It’s a simple reason really.  It’s to protect each other in case one of us gets caught.”

“Caught?”

“With a vampire.”

“Oh.”

“They would never understand.  It’s why I’m leaving this place as soon as I graduate.  But for now, it’s important that we don’t appear very close. If for some reason one of us did get busted, then they’d immediately begin to investigate all of our friends to see who knew, and to see if we were the only ones.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

She nodded.

Not a full minute later, she was skidding to a stop beside my house.  I told her that I hated her and hoped she fell out of a tree.  She gave me a kind of bizarre look for a moment but quickly returned with an insult.  My grandmother, along with the group of men she was speaking with outside, stared in silence as I stomped up to the house and into the ballroom.

“You hope I fall out of a tree?  Way to sell it,” London thought in an amused voice.

I found myself smiling, until I looked up and saw Duncan staring at me from the other side of the ballroom.  Again, he didn’t speak, but he followed me with his eyes as I moved across the room.

I wasn’t able to breathe again until I reached my bedroom.  “He
knows,” I told myself. “He
has
to.”  How else to explain the sudden change in attitude?

My worries getting the best of me, I dove into my bed and placed a pillow over my head.  A voice spoke my name and I jumped.  When I sat up, Tristan was next to me, moving his face closer to mine until his lips pressed gently against my own.  In an instant, my worries faded and something deep inside—my soul, seemed to burst, allowing me to feel things I’d never felt before.  My entire body felt warm.  I invested everything, all of me into that kiss, the only thought I found myself capable of was my never wanting it to end.











Chapter 20

Apology


“I’m sorry,” he said, once he’d pulled away.  It took a moment for me to get my bearings after experiencing such a surge of raw emotion.  “I don’t mean to hurt you,” he continued, “and it kills me to see you upset.  I just thought that with your memories gone, it was my chance to finally give you what you deserve.  But I see now that you still feel it, even if you don’t remember why.”

Those beautiful green eyes stared into mine, and he let his fingertips graze my cheek.  His touch seemed to resonate through all of me and I felt myself slip into delirium.  I forced myself to speak.  If this was our last moment together, then I couldn’t risk anything being left unsaid.

“These feelings that I have, I’ve never felt anything like this.”

He shot me a half smile.  “Technically you have.”

I dropped my head, feeling the emotion rushing into my face.  “What I mean is—well, I don’t know how I should act, or what I should say.  This is so new to me and I don’t want to do something that makes you change your mind again.”

He looked angry with himself now.  “I’m not going anywhere, Ana.  Not anymore.   Now that I know about your feelings, I’ll stay with you for as long as you want.  But you have to promise me something.”

Relief flooded into me. I would have promised him anything in that moment.  “What is it?”

“You won’t ask about the “bad thing” I was going to tell you about before.”

Well, maybe not anything.  “But…”

“Please,” he followed.  “It’s very important to me.”

I studied his perfect face.  His eyes pleaded his case. So unfair.  “Okay,” I said finally.  “But you have to promise me something in return.”

His eyes widened before giving way to an amused stare.  “And what’s that?”

“You have to answer the rest of my questions.  I mean, you’re practically a stranger.”

He really laughed at that.  “Okay, fair enough.”

A million questions popped into my head all at once. I sifted through them until I found the first one with substance.  I wanted him to know that I was after real answers.  But before I could ask, he volunteered something that shocked me.

“If you’ve been wondering if I was the one who saved you that night, I am.  I also carried your mother to the hospital.”

I was stunned.  I was certain my mother had prearranged some kind of “emergency” help for us.  But I never imagined she’d turn to a vampire for help against, well, vampires.

He laid his head back on my bed, placing both hands behind his head.  My astonishment amused him even more.  “I used to check up on you two from time to time.  The first few times was just because I worried about Aleksandra’s little sister being out in the open like that.  It was common knowledge that she’d taken the Rasputin heir with her, so I knew that she would be a high priority target for the vampires who’ve gone rogue.  But your mother got good at disappearing.  I lost track of her.  And then about three months ago, I saw you on a bus in South Carolina—

“Really?” I interrupted, more surprised, if possible, that I’d been in the same place with him even before the attack.

He nodded.  “It was a Saturday afternoon.  I’d just come from meeting with an old friend and you were sitting there, right near the front, looking miserable.  You looked right at me, and then promptly went back to looking miserable.  The resemblance startled me.  But I didn’t say anything to you.  I suppose I was too disappointed.”

I wondered how I could have overlooked a face like his, but that wasn’t the pressing question in my head.  “You were disappointed in how I looked?” I asked.  I couldn’t imagine myself looking particularly appealing in sweats.

He gave me a chastising look.  “Because you didn’t recognize me.  You have to know that I have no possible way to predict where or when I’ll see you when you come back.  Your face is always different, aside from this time, and because of that I usually spend the time between your visits doing a tremendous job of driving myself insane.  I find myself staring into the face of every random girl that I pass in the street or sit next to on a train.  If there is a young couple at a restaurant, no matter how in love they appear to be, I have to make eye contact with her.  And in that split second before our eyes meet, I allow myself to hope that it really is you this time, and I find myself looking forward to one of two reactions.  If you’ve already become aware of your past lives then you’ll come running to me, no matter what, just like you did the first time you came back.  Other times I’ve come across you before your memories have returned, but you’ll still have a reaction to my presence. It’s usually quite unmistakable really, like you recognize that we have a connection, even if you’re not consciously aware of how yet.  He smiled and then sighed.  “But then, that can be once in fifty years.”  He chuckled humorlessly.  “You can’t know what it’s like to live and die in the span of seconds, dozens of times a day.”

I could only look at him.  I really couldn’t imagine what that must be like.

“Despite your not recognizing me on that bus, I still kept an eye on you two for Aleksandra’s sake,” he followed.

“You really loved her—I mean me, that much?”

He turned those eyes on me again and cracked a small smile.  “Can’t you tell?”

I felt the world sway and I had to turn my head to keep from being swept away.

“You say that this is the first time I’ve come back with the same face.  Do you have any idea why?”  His face took up that pained expression from the boat ride on the lake and I wondered if I hadn’t stumbled upon the bad ending he’d made me promise not to ask about.  I couldn’t help myself.  “It’s my aunt’s death, isn’t it?  The “bad thing” you don’t want to tell me about.”

He eyed me for a tense couple of seconds.  “No.  But they are closely related.”

In other words, back off.  I quickly changed the subject, determined not to allow the conversation to shut down like it had with London.  “So when did you know that I was…well, me?

“I didn’t for a long time.  You don’t normally come back so fast.  That combined with the fact that you hadn’t recognized me on the bus gave me reason enough to give up on you.  But once you got here, the resemblance, the room you’d chosen, it began to nag at me.  I decided to try one more time.  I let you read an entry from your aunt’s diary—I chose it because her memories would be the first you’d remember.  As I watched you read it, I could see that you were having a reaction to the words and I became hopeful. So the next day, I stepped it up a bit.  I left another diary entry.  It mentioned the spot where we used to meet—I didn’t really think you’d come, but you did.  Not only that, but once you saw me again, you remembered everything.”

“Those memories London showed me, that was the night, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

I thought about my grandmother’s version of the story.  She’d said that I’d had some kind of breakdown—an anxiety attack she’d called it— and that they’d found me passed out in the maze.  I wondered if any of what she’d told me was true.

“Did I really pass out?”

His eyes became intense again and he stood up.

“Wait!  Don’t go.  I’m sorry.”

He frowned.  “I’m not leaving.  I’m just realizing that I can’t keep you in the dark about everything.  I’m going to tell you what happened with your aunt.”

I swallowed, suddenly unsure if I wanted to hear it. I decided I had to.  “Okay.”

“The last time you were here you didn’t take the “bad thing” very well.  It didn’t seem to bother you at first, but as time went by, it began to take its toll.  I think if you weren’t an heir—it was the first time that’d happened—or if you simply had the freedom to disappear that you’d enjoyed every time before, then maybe you could have gotten past it. Like you always do.  But because you were trapped, you acted out.  You wanted me to make you a monster like me, banking that I could keep your mind human, but I refused.  There’s really only a small chance that a witch can be turned successfully.  My refusal set you off.  You threatened to…kill yourself.”

“Kill myself?” That dazed me and my own words echoed inside my head.  “What boy could be worth your life?”

“Like I said, you were incredibly desperate to escape this place.  When I realized that you were serious about hurting yourself, I agreed to turn you.  Only…”

“I died,” I answered.

“You died,” he repeated.  “I’d hoped that somehow we could get past what happened the last time you were here, but there was that same desperation in your eyes when you entered the maze.  You had pushed yourself too hard, you couldn’t even walk straight.  Your eyes were crazed as you searched for me.  I hid at first, thinking that maybe if I disappeared then you would forget about me.  But immediately I knew I was deluding myself, you’d only spend your life searching for me.  I stepped into the light just in time to see your body give out. I had no choice but to bring you back to them.”

So my grandmother hadn’t totally lied about my mental instability.  It scared me to hear that I’d been so unhinged by my memories.  It kind of put a dark cloud over our fairy tale, and yet there was still another “bad thing” I wasn’t aware of.  Eager to shift my focus, I left those uncomfortable thoughts out of my next question.  “They know about you?”

“Of course.  Who do you think protects this city?” he asked.  “Did your grandmother feed you that story about ancient magicks keeping the vampires away?”  He shook his head.  “If witches had the power to keep us out, it wouldn’t have been much of a war.  They wouldn’t normally keep an heir out of the loop, but given my history with your family, I suppose it’s to be expected.”

My mind was reeling now.  It seemed like every time I thought I knew something, some foundation of facts I’d felt confident that I could stand on, it would get snatched from underneath me.  I thought about how close his cabin was.  Why had I not realized how odd that was before?  Mrs. Moorer’s face popped into my head—she had known what Tristan was and my grandmother had made her look paranoid.  Then I remembered what London told me that afternoon during the meeting:  “I know you feel bad for Mrs. Moorer, but don’t, it has to be this way.” 

“Why do you protect the city?  For me?”

“Not exactly.  It kind of belongs to me.”

That was a surprise.  “It does?”

“It became mine when the witches lost the war.  Part of the peace agreement.  We let you keep up appearances with the heirs and everything, but really you answer to us.  Also, we get free rein to feed on anything outside the havens.”

I shook my head.  “That’s terrible.”

“Better than the alternative.  When the war ended, there were seven havens and seven heirs to rule them.  Those that refused to sign the treaty were literally wiped off the map.  That was a tragedy.”

I found myself much more aware of our differences now that he’d explained how things really were.  Yet, hearing the sadness in his voice as he spoke about the fates of those now nonexistent havens, it was difficult to imagine him connected to anything capable of acts that heinous.  Being with him right now, it was easy to believe what my grandmother had told me about him that night.  I grinned at the thought.  “My grandmother said that you were just some boy from the neighborhood when you came to my room that night.”

Another partial smile—but it faded quickly.  “I came back to tell you that I had to leave, to say hurtful things that I hoped would change how you felt about me.  It was the only solution I could think of that would save you from yourself.  But when I showed up, you looked at me like I was a stranger.  It wasn’t until after I left that I understood what your grandmother had done.  She’d taken the decision out of my hands.  She’d erased your memories of me.  I was angry at first, but then I realized that this was the best thing that could have happened.  If you didn’t remember me, then you would have no reason to want to come back. When it came time for your life to end this time, you could enjoy heaven.”

“You don’t want me to come back?”

“You’ve asked me that question with seven different faces and the same hurt expression.  Ana, I love you more than anything.  I live only because you do come back.  But I do regret making you feel like you have to come back for me.  There is something wondrous and amazing that awaits you after you die, and I want that for you.  It’s too late for me, with what I am and the things I’ve done.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” I said, shaking my head

“Life isn’t fair, Ana.  Don’t worry about me.  I’ve accepted that this is how it will be.”

He let me think about that for a moment.  His fingers stroked my hair.

“Then, why did you come to my classroom to ask me to leave with you?  Why did you take me back to your cabin?  You had what you wanted.”

He sighed.  “Because telling myself that I could stay away from you is a lot easier than actually staying away.  A small part of me thought that maybe you were only pretending not to remember, as silly as that sounds. But I suppose the true reason is simply that I couldn’t stand for it to end like that.  For you to live out your life and I just be some stranger to you.  That thought terrified me.  So I sought you out, knowing all the while that what I was doing was selfish, that it wasn’t in your best interest.  I thought that if you at least knew about me, our past, then that would be enough.”

“But you weren’t planning on coming back to tell the rest were you?”

“No, I wasn’t. Despite being cut short, I was convinced after I left that I’d told you enough about me that you could never not know who I was.  I wasn’t aware that you still loved me, not until London told me at the club.  And then I could see it on your face.  I didn’t know how to handle it at first, but I decided that if you still had feelings for me, then I had to come to you.”

I thought on that for a moment—about being in love and not remembering why.

“Do you understand?” he asked after a time.

“I think so.”

“Then can you promise me something else?”

“What is it?”

“Promise me that you won’t try to get your memories back.  This really is the best possible situation.”

I considered what he’d told me so far.  Did I want that crazed version of myself to return?  Would I still be me if my memories came back?  I suddenly found myself feeling grateful that London’s spell hadn’t worked.  “Then you have to tell me about our past— about all the things we’ve done.”

He flashed me a wide smile.  “I was hoping you’d say that.”

And he did.  He told me about the nights we spent huddled together under starry African skies and the crazy times we had in turn of the century N’Orleans, where we’d danced until the sun came up every night of the week.  We laughed about my nearly being swallowed up by a crocodile while touring the Amazon rainforests.  We’d climbed mountains and sailed oceans, run barefoot down the streets of Paris and kissed in the pouring rain.  But it wasn’t just the grandness of our adventures that kept me utterly captivated and made me feel closer to him.  It was the details he remembered as well, like the annoying habits he’d hated at the time but then came to miss after I was gone.  Or the nicknames we’d made up for one another, he was Peter Pan (for obvious reasons) and I was his Wendy.  The emotion he displayed when telling the stories squashed any trace of disbelief that might have lingered.  The enthusiasm in his voice and the light in his eyes were infectious, and honestly, I could have listened to him all night.   Somewhere along the way, the fact that he was a vampire didn’t seem to matter much anymore.

I didn’t remember falling asleep, but I had to if I was now waking up.  I looked around the room, but Tristan was gone.  He’d no doubt watched me fall asleep and then slipped away, over the balcony.  The memories of his visit descended upon me, but I no longer felt that overpowering longing when I thought of him now.  It had been replaced by a peaceful bliss—a gentle elation that filled me up.  I turned over and faced the glass wall, my eyes on that lake in the distance as slumber scooped me up once more.

I dreamt of a wide beach, with the waves crashing down on my feet.  The sun peeked quietly over the horizon, providing just the right amount of warmth.  My hair was long and very blonde, and I wore a white dress of linen.  Tristan was there, holding me, his familiar scent just barely detectable over the smell of the ocean.  Suddenly, he rolled over onto his back, carrying me onto his stomach so that I was now on top of him, looking down at his faultless face.  Only, he looked worried.

“Is it worth it, Mariana?” he asked me.  “Is it worth it to have forever with me?”

I nodded my head.  “There’s nothing I wouldn’t deal with to feel like this, to have these moments.  This is my choice, Tristan.  And I’ve chosen you.  I’ll always choose you.”

And with that, he pulled me close to him, pressing his lips against mine, and I let the passion take me….

I leaned up in my bed, panting and feeling very hot.  I could still feel his arms around me, his kisses on my face….

Crap!  That was a memory.











Chapter 21

Unexpected


“Is it worth it to have forever with me?

What did he mean?  It had to have something to do with whatever it was he didn’t want me to know.  He’d already explained what he meant when he’d said that our fairy tale ended badly when he told me about what happened with my aunt.  I could only guess that in the memory he was referring to the “bad thing” that caused my aunt to be so desperate in the first place.  But if it affected all the previous versions of me, shouldn’t I be worried too?  Didn’t he say that her circumstances were what made her react so terribly?  Well, she and I have the same circumstances—the same face for goodness sakes.  Did my not remembering make me immune to it somehow?  Was it worth it?

“This is my choice, Tristan.  And I’ve chosen you.  I’ll always choose you.”

Choose him over death?  Of course I would.  If this was how I felt back then, I knew that I would never want to leave him.  Even if that was what he wanted.  But was it that simple?  Did he just feel like I was choosing him over heaven? That couldn’t be it.  He’d told me that outright.  There had to be something more.  And then I remembered the first part of my reply to him.

“There’s nothing I wouldn’t deal with to feel like this, to have these moments.”

Nothing I wouldn’t deal with?  My thoughts moved to London and Aiden, and how she was leaving to be with him.  Probably never to return.  She was leaving everyone and everything for him.  That had to be a lot to deal with.  It was necessary, that I knew.  I was almost certain that no one here would understand, not with the atrocities the vampires had caused over the years.  At least she was waiting until she graduated.  That might be easier for her family to accept than if she’d just disappeared into the night.  Would I have the same patience?  If Tristan asked, would I leave with him?  Could I leave with him?  In every story he’d shared with me we’d run off together, leaving my family behind.  I doubted that my mother would be any more understanding when she recovered, even if she had been a whisper away from being one herself.  I couldn’t have both of them in my life.  It was that simple.  Eventually, I would have to choose.  I wondered if my being separated from my family was the “thing” that I would have to endure to be with Tristan.  It made sense.  Except, how would not having my memories make that any better?

Darren’s bright red BMW pulled up in front of me, interrupting my thoughts.  I’d been concentrating on last night to avoid thinking about what this ride to school would be like.  Carlos, who had been smiling when I first looked up, frowned when our eyes met.  Darren, on the other hand, was beaming at me, smiling that easy smile of his as he stepped out of the car.  The car he was driving because he’d sold his truck… for me.

“Things must be really good with your mom if you’re headed back to school already.”

I smiled despite myself.  “Yeah, Dr. Roberts says that there’s not much to do now but wait.  He’s certain that she’ll make a full recovery.”

Darren winked. “It’s a miracle.”

He swung his arm around me and I wormed my way out of it.  He looked confused.  “What’s wrong?”

Darren had a right to know that I had feelings for someone else, but I wasn’t sure how to tell him yet.  I sucked at giving bad news. “I… I fell.  I hurt my shoulder. It’s still a little sore.”

“Oh, sucks.”

Guilt swirled inside of me.

The car was quiet as we passed the sign welcoming us to the other side of Brighton.  Reading Carlos’s mind, which I now decided had been what happened, had apparently made me his enemy for life.  He refused to speak, even when Darren asked him a question.  Darren didn’t seem surprised by this, just annoyed.  Me, I did my best to keep my thoughts away from Tristan.  It just felt wrong for me to fantasize about his next visit when I was sitting in Darren’s car.  Poor Darren had attempted to initiate a conversation several times, but had given up at this point.  I honestly didn’t know what to say.  The need to explain myself remained on the tip of my tongue but I could never make myself say the words—or any other words for that matter.  When I stole a glance in his direction, I could see him trying to make sense of my weirdness.  I felt awful.

We pulled up in front of the school and he sighed, telling me that he’d see me at lunch. There was hurt in his voice as he spoke and well, that was just too much.  I reached across the seat and wrapped my arms around him. Despite what I felt for Tristan, I did care for Darren.  A lot.  From the first day he met me he’d done nothing but be there when I needed him.  He’d held my hand the morning of my welcome party, when my nerves threatened to get the best of me.  He’d been my first friend here, and the truest.  He’d given me rides to school and came to see me at the clinic.  He’d gathered up cards from everyone and brought them by to lift my spirits.  Even now he was keeping my dangerous secret, even though I knew it went against what he believed.

He’d given me my first kiss.

I felt a stirring in my heart as I remembered how amazing that kiss had been.  I had to disassociate with Darren.   And quick too—I could definitely picture myself falling for him.  Well, more than I already had.

He waved as he pulled off, and part of me wondered if I was crazy for wanting to turn him away.  Those women in the bathroom last night couldn’t possibly understand the connection Tristan and I had, but they were right to a certain extent, and my high school experiences before Brighton confirmed it—boys like Darren just weren’t interested in girls like me.  For a second, I considered London’s accusation, that he was only interested in my title.  I quickly dismissed it.  The way he would look at me sometimes, you couldn’t possibly fake that.

********************

Taylor was about to break every one of my ribs.  That’s how hard she was hugging me in the entrance of the second period Literature class we shared.

“Oh, it’s so good to have you back!” she exclaimed.  “Is your momma okay?”

“Y-yeah,” I managed.  “She’s d-doing a lot b-better.  T-Taylor… I can’t breathe!”

“Oh,” she said, letting me go.  “Sorry.”

The late bell rung and I stepped into the classroom. Taylor led me to her table.  A couple of Asian boys were already seated and they each said hello.  The taller of the two had a knowing smile, and gave me an extra nod, which I assumed was to let me know that he knew who I was.  Taylor explained that the teacher was a big believer in group activities and that this would be our group for the rest of the semester.  The name card folded beside the empty chair said so.

Taylor introduced me to the boys.  “Ana, I want you to meet Kevin and Christopher.”

“Christopher?” groaned the boy who I supposed was a warlock.  “I told you to call me Chris.”

“Well, I think Christopher is cute,” Taylor returned.

“And he thinks you’re cute,” Kevin interjected, chuckling.  He was stocky and wore sunglasses up over his forehead.

Chris looked mortified.  “Dude, what the hell?”

It reminded me of Carlos teasing Darren on my first ride to school, and again I thought about the mind reading that followed.  I made a mental note to ask London if she could teach me how to use it.

Taylor gave me a big eyed smile and I could tell she felt exactly the same way about him.  For now though, she pretended not to hear Kevin.  Chris looked relieved.

The teacher made me introduce myself to the class after he took roll—during which I’d been very much tempted to say “witch princess who enjoys the company of vampires.”  After that, he gave us the entire period to work on the group presentations that were due next week.

Chris slid over a sheet of paper. “That’s your part.”

“You guys are finished already?” I asked.

“Oh we gets it dones over here,” Kevin piped in a high pitched cartoon voice that he seemed very proud of.  He slid his shades down and crossed his arms.  I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Seriously,” Chris said.  “I am embarrassed to know you right now.”

That made us all laugh.  Especially Taylor.  Okay, so she was definitely into him.  It felt kind of nice to see that I wasn’t the only one catching the love bug.

“Christopher and I signed up for the school paper,” Taylor answered.  About ten of us meet every day after school, but until we choose an editor there’s not much to do, really.  So the two of us just started on the project.”

“Just you and Chris?” I asked.

She nodded, unsuccessfully fighting a smile.

“Alone?” I followed.

Taylor’s eyes got big again, and her cheeks flushed.

I flicked my eyes to Kevin, and I could see that he knew where I was going with this.  Unfortunately, he lacked any kind of subtlety.

“Naked?” he added.

There was a collective groan around the table that got our teacher’s attention. We quickly pretended to be working.

I sat with my literature group at lunch, too.  And Darren.   He had deserted his place at the popular table to come sit with me, and that only made me feel that much worse.  He was really trying to make this work.

The boys seemed intimidated to have him sitting with us.  I didn’t expect it out of Chris, but when Darren asked if his name was Christian, despite Chris’s trying out for the football team this year, I remembered that living in the same part of town doesn’t make you friends.  Thankfully, Taylor’s bubbly personality rarely wavered.

“Sooo, since you and my best friend are dating, does that mean you’d agree to do a preseason interview?”  She dropped her voice low, even though she was well aware that the rest of us could still hear her.  “It’s always a good idea to butter up the best friend, keeps us from talking about you when you’re not around.  Plus, we’re more likely to have your back when you screw up.  And let’s face it, boys always screw up.”

It warmed me to hear that Taylor had adopted me as her best friend so quickly.  But to say that Darren and I were dating?  Where had that come from?  Then I remembered our kiss.

“Uh, sure,” said Darren.  The fact that he hadn’t denied it made me feel uncomfortable again.  Not because I couldn’t picture it, but because I knew that it was going to be that much harder to “kinda sorta break off” our “kinda sorta boyfriend/girlfriend” thing.  There was also the fact that a part of me didn’t want to.

Taylor smiled again.  “Hey, you know what story I really want to cover in the paper?”

“What?” asked Chris, his eyes filled with more than just curiosity.

“Okay, so I was watching the History channel with my daddy yesterday—he’s a history professor so he’s kind of obsessed with that channel—anyway, they had the most interesting special on Massachusetts and its history of witches!  Of course, everybody knows about Salem and the witch trials and everything, but did you know that witches supposedly inhabited this area as well?”

Complete silence.  From the witch and two warlocks anyway.  Kevin just said “cool.”

Thankfully, something on the other side of the lunchroom was drawing a lot of attention and Taylor’s witch conversation was dropped as we all leaned over to see what was going on.  Britney, one of the girls who’d been texting about me in Mrs. Moorer’s class the other day, ran by us in hysterics, shouting “London is unbelievable!” to a table of girls next to us.

“Unbelievable” was exactly the word I would have used as well.  London emerged from the crowd wearing shorts every bit as short as the ones she’d worn to the club last night.  At first I thought that might be what had everyone so worked up—though I couldn’t understand why that would freak the girls out so much—and then I saw him.  Aiden was just a few steps behind her, looking almost absurdly handsome now that he was in the light of day—in a “kill you where you stand” kinda way.  But then most girls my age liked their boys dangerous.  And he certainly fit the part.  Not once did he smile, and when some freshman tried to steal their spotlight by running up to London, Aiden shot him a look so frightening that the boy fell over backwards.

They passed right by our table and though London overlooked me completely, as we’d discussed, she stared directly into Darren’s eyes. I could see that her entrance bothered him a little.  Aiden ignored Darren, though his eyes widened at how close the two of us were sitting.  They took up a small table near the wall and promptly shut out the rest of the world.

“What are you doing?”  I thought to myself.  I hoped that she could hear my thoughts given the distance.

“Nothing,” she replied casually.  “Just getting ready to eat lunch with my boyfriend.”

“You know what I mean!  Why did you bring him here?  You said yourself he has trouble with the urges.  What if someone sets him off?”

“Look,” she thought, the voice she projected into my head tinged with anger.  “Last night was a breakthrough for him.  He can handle it.  Besides, he’s a student now.  Mr. Bonderman made it possible. Not that that dirt bag had a choice.”

I remembered now why I’d been so afraid of London before.  She definitely had a mean streak.

And she turned it on me next.

“Maybe, instead of worrying about my guy, you should focus on your two.  You can’t have them both you know…”

That one stung.  I could see on her face that she knew it too.

“I’m sorry… That wasn’t fair.”

I didn’t answer.

The sounding of the bell meant that lunch was over.  Darren was clearly still having a hard time with London’s show, and that bothered me, even though I knew it shouldn’t.  I said goodbye to Taylor and found myself slightly annoyed when Darren decided to walk me to class.

“She just did it to one up us, you know?  That’s how her mind works.  I could care less, but I’m sure you’re probably upset.”

“Not at all,” I said, letting my irritation show in my voice.

“Oh,” he said catching on.  “There’s actually a reason I wanted to walk you to class.  Well, two reasons really.  First, Dr. Roberts wants you to come by after school.  I’ve got practice but I’ve already arranged for Taylor to take you.”

I thought about that for a moment, but decided that it was fine.  I’d just have to make up a reason why she couldn’t come back to my mother’s room.  “Okay.”

“And also, I wanted to know if you’d be willing to be my date for your mother’s birthday party.”

Surprise lit up my face.  “Her birthday’s in two weeks.  I’m not sure if she’ll have recovered that soon…”

Darren nodded and pulled out his cell phone.  He dialed some numbers and then held it up to his ear.  “Dr. Roberts, do you think Ana’s mom will have recovered in two weeks?”

His face dropped.  “Oh,” he said sadly.  “I understand.”  He handed me the phone.

I glanced up at him, confused, before speaking into the phone. “Hello?”

“Ana?” said the voice on the other end.

My entire body stiffened and a smile ripped across Darren’s face.  It took a couple of seconds before I was able to reply.  “Mom?”











Chapter 22

Warning


Again, sitting through Mrs. Moorer’s class was agony.  I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.  That said, I was glad that she didn’t seem too bothered by what happened the last time I was here—especially since she’d been right about Tristan.  Still, she didn’t meet my eyes when I entered the classroom or when she called the roll.   The small, still functional part of my brain that wasn’t totally consumed with wanting to leave wondered if she hadn’t ever stopped believing that Tristan had been a vampire.  Even if the council had ruled it to be impossible.

Finally, it was time to go, and I ran non-stop to the student lot where Taylor’s Jeep was parked.  She wasn’t there when I arrived, but a quick scan of the campus revealed that she was nearby, walking and talking with Chris on the paved walkway leading away from the gym.

I pretended not to see the quick little hug they gave one another before Taylor unlocked the Jeep.  She kept looking over at me to see if I would say anything, but I kept quiet.  At least until she pulled out of the school.

“So, Chris is nice.” I said.

She glanced at me, trying her best to keep a straight face.  “Yeah.”

“Do you like him?”

“Of course.  He’s a good friend.” She nodded to emphasize the point.

“I don’t usually hug my friends.”

“Ana…we’re just friends.  It’s not like we’ve kissed or anything.  Not like you and Darren.”

I’m sure she thought that that would throw me—or at least change the subject.  But I was committed to hearing what I wanted to hear.  Feeling what I’d felt with Tristan made me want everyone to have that same experience.

“You mean you haven’t kissed yet,” I corrected.

She giggled.  “But soon I hope.”

“I knew it!”

She burst into laughter.  “But we’re kinda different, you know.”

“How so?”

I half expected her to say that she wasn’t a witch.  “Well, I’m white.  That’s kind of a big deal back home.  What do you think?”

“I think that if you like someone, then you should give it a chance.  I mean, it’s the 21st century.”

She didn’t say anything, but I could tell that she took comfort in those words.

It was hard to ignore the knot in my stomach as we approached the clinic.  Taylor’s budding romance had kept me distracted for a time, but now the moment was here.  What would I say to her?  Would she be angry to be here?  She tried so desperately to keep me away from Brighton.  Would she want to leave?  The questions raced around my head, and when we stopped, my hands were shaking.

“Are you alright?” Taylor asked.

“Oh yeah,” I said, stuffing my hands into my pockets.  “I’m fine.”

Taylor asked if she could meet my mother, and I told her that I would have to see how she was doing.  To my surprise, I found her and Dr. Roberts both sitting in the waiting room.  I rushed over and wrapped my arms around her. Tears followed, as I thought about how close I’d come to losing her.

“I am so glad you’re alright!” I said, releasing her finally.  My mother still looked pale, much lighter than her normal complexion.  She also had large rings beneath her eyes, but considering how far she’d come, I couldn’t have wished for anything more.

“I hear I have you to thank for that,” my mother replied in a hoarse voice.

I glanced up at Dr. Roberts and he nodded.  So she did know what I’d done.

“Who’s your friend,” he asked quickly.  Now he was asking me a question with his eyes.

“Oh, this is my best friend, Taylor.  She’s from New Brighton,” I said, hoping he understood my meaning—Taylor wasn’t a witch.  From the change in his demeanor, I could see that he had.  He leaned down and whispered in my mother‘s ear.  She nodded that she understood too.  Taylor, on the other hand, now looked uncomfortable.  She told us that it was nice to meet everyone and then quickly left.  I started to go after her, but just then, my mother said something to me that took hold of my entire attention.   “Ana, we have a lot to talk about.”

“Yeah, we do.”

Turns out, I couldn’t have asked for a better visit.  She told me that she knew about my being a conjurer and that it was the reason she’d taken me from Brighton.  I told her how we’d discovered it when I brought her back to health and that only three other people knew about it.  Three people I trusted—even if London was a bit unpredictable at times.  She still had some concerns but didn’t hound me.  Next we found ourselves talking about my future.  I told her that I wanted to stay here in Brighton, and a long silence followed.  But in the end, she didn’t fight me on that either.  She said that if I wanted to stay, then she would too.  That’s when I told her about her birthday party.

That got a negative reaction.  She was mortified.  But then she did something that surprised me.  She cried.  It was out of nowhere and the first time I’d ever seen her cry my whole life.  And that’s when it happened.  She apologized.  That was a first, too.  She told me that she never meant to ruin my childhood with drills and secrets, and that she had really only meant to protect me.  And then it was my turn to share with her what I’d learned. I told her that I understood.  Not only that, but I was glad she’d done what she did.  That I wouldn’t have done it any differently.  She broke down after that.

I held her in my arms and through her tears she managed a “thank you” that felt magical, transformative.  Our relationship was instantly different.  Man I loved this woman.

It was nightfall before I left.  Dr. Roberts wanted to keep my mother one more night before releasing her into my grandmother’s custody.  I’d planned on staying too, but she quickly reminded me that I had school in the morning.  I laughed at that.  She was definitely still my mother.  My grandmother, Duncan, and Helena had come by that afternoon with balloons and hugs.  Duncan still looked at me with that same ferocity when he arrived, but after spending some time reminiscing with my grandmother about when my mother was a child, his mood became light and he was laughing constantly.  I’d almost forgotten that he was her guardian once upon a time.

At my mother’s request, my grandmother decided she’d stay the night.  She wanted to talk and my grandmother accepted her offer.  That meant Duncan was the one to take me home.

Not a minute into the ride did he address the elephant in room.  “I know what you did.”

I was quiet.  “I kinda figured you did,” I said finally.

“I also know that it means that you’re not truly a witch,” he followed.

“I’m not?”

“Witches draw their power from nature, you do not.”

I wasn’t sure what to say.  “Where do I draw it from?” I asked in a small voice.

“Evil.  You are an abomination.”

Coming from the kind man who’d rescued me in the woods, those words burned liked acid.  I couldn’t even speak after that.

He continued. “Because of the affection I have for your mother, I will not destroy you.  But be warned, if you are ever to act on the evil inside you, I will not hesitate to end your life.”

He didn’t say another word after that.

Trembling in my seat, neither did I.











Chapter 23

Autobiograhpy


I was lying in bed when Tristan arrived.  I still hadn’t stopped shaking.  I was thankful that my grandmother and Helena weren’t here to see me because that would certainly raise questions that I didn’t want to answer.  The look in Tristan’s eyes matched Duncan’s when I told him what had happened.  I had to stop him from going after him.  It was the first time that I saw Tristan battle with his anger like Aiden had had to back at the club.

“He had no right to threaten you like that,” he said, holding me.  The anger added a kind of growl to his voice.  “If you say the word…”

“No,” I whispered.  “I could never condone something like that, no matter what he thinks of me.”

He sighed.  “Ana, you’ve always been a conjurer.  Every time you’ve come back.  But I want you to know something, you have the most beautiful soul I’ve ever known, and I have lived for hundreds of years.  I wish now that you could have enough of your memories to see what a magnificent spirit you have—that you’ve always had.  You are the same girl who saw a monster in her cabin that night—the girl that feared me but did not judge me, that had the patience to teach me how to love and reconnect with my own goodness… That is you.  That’s why I love you.  Why I’ll always love you.  I will protect you from anything that wishes to hurt you, Ana.  Fear nothing.  Not now, not ever.”

I closed my eyes and began to relax into the safety of his arms.  I understood now, why I needed to tell Darren that we could never work.  Because while I had feelings for him, and truly did care for him, the things I felt for Tristan were beyond definition.  Words didn’t capture how close I felt to him right now, like I could disappear into his soul and exist there forever.  I did feel safe with him, and my fears just seemed silly after hearing his words.  Of course he would protect me.

“Ask me something,” he said in a much lighter tone.

“Huh?”

“Ask me something,” he repeated.  “You’ve always had a…curious streak.  Always.  I’m sure you still have questions for me.”

I laughed to myself.  He did know me well.

“Why are you so pretty?” I asked.  That made him laugh.

“What do you mean exactly?”

“The vampire under my bed was so different—he didn’t look human at all.  But you, I wouldn’t be able to tell that you weren’t human just from looking at you.  Plus, you and Aiden are so…good looking.”

“Becoming a vampire won’t make you ‘pretty,’” he laughed.  “I remain the same as I was in life, as far as my appearance goes anyway.  But that is because I was bitten by The Source.  The venom that turned me was pure, undiluted.  You see, every time a vampire turns another, the venom in the subsequent vampire is less concentrated.  Because it is the venom which preserves your human body, diluted venom preserves less.  For instance, weaker venoms will preserve the inner organs but not the skin and eyes.  That’s where partial myth about vampires being unable to survive in sunlight comes from—when exposed, unpreserved skin will dry out and harden to the point it cracks and crumbles.  That was the case with the vampire that attacked you.  Aiden and I on the other hand, can heal from almost anything, at a rate that we could walk through fire if we had to.”

“And what exactly is ‘The Source?’” I asked next.  I tried to remember what Duncan had told me about vampires, but the thought of Duncan was too jarring to think clearly right now.

Something dark flashed in his eyes.  “The source being Daemon, the first born son of Merline.”

My head jerked up.  Now I did remember.  “You were turned by him?”

He nodded.  “I am the third vampire ever to exist.  And Aiden is the second.”

“How did it happen?”

“You want to hear that story?” he sighed.

“I do.  I want to know everything about you.”

“So you’re asking about Daemon and our past only because you’re curious?  There’s no other reason?”

“No other reason.”

“You swear?” he asked.

“I swear,” I repeated, putting my hand over my heart.  He smiled at the gesture.  I made a mental note to listen carefully.  He hadn’t ever reacted like this to one of my questions before.  Maybe there was something in this story that would help me figure out what he was keeping from me.

“Then lay down,” he breathed.  “And I will tell you the story of how I came to be a vampire.”

“I was an orphan, a boy of ten, who had lived almost my entire life in the streets when I met Aiden.  He was starving, and had stumbled into my cave in search of something to kill so that he could eat.  I’d stolen some pork from a butcher and was cooking it by a fire when he arrived.  We fought for it, and I nearly killed him.  Despite his size advantage, he’d gone days without eating and was very weak.  He begged for me to help him.  He explained that his family had been murdered by the peasants who worked their land, and that they had burned down his home and claimed the property for themselves.”

“A peasant myself, I had very little sympathy for nobles like he and his family.  They enjoyed themselves at our expense, I understood this even that young.  In fact, it wasn’t until he promised to teach me how to read and write that I agreed to help him.”

“Eventually, I came to trust him.  And then that trust grew into a type of brotherhood.  We came to depend on each other for our survival.  Sometimes Aiden’s last name and family ring would earn him sympathy from the other noblemen.  They would do him favors or give him their leftovers in honor of the man they knew his father to have been.  I came to understand that his father had been a truly good man.  That helped me understand the tragedy of his loss.  But there were also times when those favors and sympathies simply weren’t there, and I’d have to steal or go hunt for food.  There were many nights when we went to sleep hungry, but it was never just one of us.  Either both of us ate, or both of us starved.  We came to share everything.”

“It was this principle of sharing that led me to meet Daemon.  We were seventeen and eighteen then, and Aiden had stumbled across him in a field.  He was weak and there was a mob chasing him—warlocks, but Aiden did not know that then.  He told me later that his sympathy was born from the memory of the mob that had come for his family, and so he hid him in some trees, and pointed the mob in another direction.  When he returned to where he’d hidden Daemon, he found him hunched over, he thought him dead, but once he got close Daemon lashed out at him with his blade—“

“The scar?” I interrupted.

Tristan nodded.  “That scar was where the knife struck him.  Daemon then crawled over and began to drink from Aiden, but remembering how he’d helped him, he spared Aiden’s life.  It was the first time Daemon had ever left a victim alive.  When Aiden met up with me later that night, I thought that he had gotten himself drunk.  He was not yet used to being a vampire, so he moved awkwardly and kept tripping over himself.  He was so excited, and sat me down to show me the things he could do.  He moved like the wind—he could be here in one moment and there in the next.  He could lift me by my shirt, over his head, with his smallest finger.  He told me what happened, how he’d met this stranger and had helped him.  He thought the man was an angel who had fallen to earth.  He insisted that we find this man so that he could “bless” me as well.”

“We searched for weeks before we found him in a small town a few dozen miles from where we’d grown up.  During this time, Aiden would leave during the night and not tell me where he was going.  I didn’t think anything of it. After all, there was no one I trusted more in the world.  Daemon was wary of us when we first approached him, thinking Aiden had come to kill him.  He kept asking how he’d healed so fast and if he knew witches.  Aiden kept asking if he could “bless” me too—never having told me of the predator he’d become in the night.  Daemon asked to see what he meant, and Aiden showed him.  Daemon was beside himself.  Daemon asked him if he thirsted for the blood of men and Aiden told him he did.”

“It was the first I’d learned this, and so I ran.  They caught up with me easily and forced me off into the woods.  Aiden begged me to join him but I refused, I was no murderer.  I reminded him that he was no better than the men who killed his family and that set him off.  The animal in him attacked me.  Aiden says that he killed me that night, but that Daemon had bitten me, and I awoke the next morning as if I’d merely been asleep.”

“Still, my mind was human and I refused to drink.  My body grew weak and sick, and everyday Aiden would beg me to change my mind.  I was determined to die.  But that wasn’t to be.  Daemon had plans for me.  When I’d become too weak to move, Daemon brought me a man they’d attacked, positioning him in such a way that the blood from his injuries would drip into my mouth.  Tasting human blood for the first time awoke the monster in my mind.  It took me, ruined my soul.”

“Daemon had discovered that he could create more of himself, an army with which he could fight the witches who hunted him.  Aiden and I were to be his generals, and we were so driven by our own bloodlust and newfound power that we followed him.  He created just two others, and then we set out to spread his revenge across the earth.”

“I was evil, Ana.  I, the abomination.   I was that and much more—until I saw you in that field.  The boy who’d resisted this life for as long as his body would allow, he returned that day.  Yet, I have no doubt that I would have sank back into my old ways had you not accepted me that night in your room.  You showed me that I was something that could be loved and that gave me something to live for—a reason to fight the predator in my mind.  When the temptations became unbearable, and the darkness in my soul called, I was always strong enough to overcome it.   I am a living testament that there is nothing more powerful than love. And it was your love, born from your beautiful spirit, that saved me.











Chapter 24

Homecoming


“When I die this time, what will you do?”

“Ana, this is my heaven.  Right now, these moments.  When your life as Ana is over, then I will have no reason to keep going.  Except, while you spend an eternity in bliss, I will have simply ceased to exist.  This has been a better fate than I deserved.”

The way he spoke about me, it soothed me down to my core.  The way in which he regarded himself, his decision to just let himself fade away once I was gone—that it was all he deserved— was heart wrenching.  But what could I do?  What could I say?  The only thing I had it in my power to do was to make this last lifetime special. But to ensure that, I would need to find out what could potentially tear us apart.  That was especially important now that I was getting memories.  I couldn’t end up like Aleksandra.

I steered my questions away from that topic and back to where I might get some clues.  From what I had gathered so far, from his body language, it somehow involved his relationship with Daemon.

“Is Daemon still alive?” I asked.

“You’re very interested in Daemon, aren’t you?”

“Just curious.”

Skepticism flashed across his face, but faded.  His eyes took up that tortured expression again.  “He’s alive.”

My heartbeat quickened, but he seemed to be too deep into his own thoughts to have noticed.  I hated to see him like this, but it was for his own good.  Knowing what the “bad thing” was could only help me to avoid falling into the same trap.  “Does he know about how you’ve changed?”

“He does.”

“And he doesn’t care?” I asked.

“Not now that the war is over.  I think that he takes solace in the fact that I, and now Aiden, have left the vampire world behind.  Two less vampires to challenge him.  Aiden is the general that defeated the witches, and I am the warrior whose feats in battle are held up as legendary by my kind.  As the more famous of “The Four,” we have considerable influence over “The First,” the large community of vampires that were the first to be turned.    If Daemon is king, and “The Four” his heirs, then “The First” would be our nobles.  Vampires turned later are considered lesser or “common” because the venom in their veins is so diluted.  Udric and Nathena, the other two vampires turned by Daemon, have used their status as members of the “The Four” to lead countless revolts against him.  They might be successful if not for the fact that they have to keep him alive.”

“And why is that?” I pressed.

He slid his arms away from me and leaned up in the bed.  “I think that’s enough “Daemon talk” for tonight.”  His tone was light, but I knew I was close to something.

I sat up too, shaking my head.  “We made a deal.”

“Did we?”

“If I don’t ask you about the bad thing, then you have to answer the rest of my questions.  You promised.”

“Oh, that deal.  Ana…”

I cut him off with a look.

He studied my face. He had to know what I was up to, but he couldn’t really accuse me openly, that would be admitting that I was on to whatever he was hiding.  But if I really was just asking out of curiosity’s sake, then his answering wouldn’t matter, I wouldn’t know that it meant anything.  Having been backed into a corner, answering was the only option he had.

Finally, he did.  “Because all of our fates are tied to his.  We call him the Source because it’s believed that the magick that gives the venom its powers of preservation is drawn from the spell Merline cast to keep Daemon alive.  If his life ends, then the spell is broken.  Simply put, if he dies, we all do.”

I thought on that for a moment but only found myself more confused—and a little worried.  What if one of those revolts got out of hand?  If one of those vampires went too far?

“Can we change the subject now?”  He seemed slightly annoyed with me, but had a satisfied look about him.  His answer had only served to make me more confused.  Plus, my disappearing into thought had given me away.  He now knew for a fact that I was actively trying to figure out what he was keeping from me.

I conceded and moved on. “Are you angry at Aiden for misleading you?”

“I used to be,” he replied.  “It was part of what fueled me on the battlefield.  My brother had betrayed me, making me a monster against my will, and because of that I had no regard for my own life.  I would charge into conflicts recklessly.  Only, I was too used to surviving to ever truly let myself be killed.”

“It wasn’t until I met you for the first time, that the anger began to subside.  Had he not done what he did, I would never have met you.”  He smiled up at me now, the thought of having been able to meet me instantly improving his mood.  I started to feel guilty about being so sneaky before.  “Aiden must have sought us out almost a dozen times during that first eleven months, asking me to return with him to our world.  When I would refuse him, he would call me a traitor, or even disown me as a brother.”  He laughed.  “Sometimes both.  When he came again shortly after I’d lost you that first time, he attacked me.  I let him win.  I begged for him to kill me.  I think it was my grief that made him understand finally.  As much as he could at that time, anyway. He didn’t come nearly as often after that.  It wasn’t until he experienced it for himself that he fully understood.  Ironically, it was during one of his more recent “What are you doing with your life?” visits that it happened.”  He smiled at me again and shook his head playfully.  “He’s always been a sucker for brown eyes.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I should go,” he whispered.

“Why?” I asked.

“Someone’s on their way up here. A male, it sounds like.”  He kissed my forehead.  “And just so we’re clear, Daemon has nothing to do with the “bad thing.”  It was fun to watch your inner detective at work, though.”  He gave me a quick grin and a wink, and then disappeared out over my balcony.

A knock sounded on the door.  No one ever knocked, they just sort of came in.  After rushing over to the mirror, I was satisfied that whoever this was wouldn’t be able to tell that I’d been so flustered by Duncan.  Tristan had me feeling like me again.  “Come in,” I yelled.

Darren poked his head inside the door.  That was a surprise.

“Hey, it’s me,” he said.

“Hey,” I said uncomfortably.

“Um, can we talk?” he asked.

It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I knew that I wouldn’t get a better chance than this to end things.  “Sure,” I said.

I started to lead him toward the bed, but stopped myself.  Instead I brought him over to the sofa on the other side of room.  It was the first time it had ever been used.

“Your room is amazing,” he said looking around.

“Yeah, it’s bigger than all my old ones combined, I think.”

He shot me a half smile. “I tried to call, but nobody answered.”

“Oh, sorry.  Helena usually answers the phone, but she’s still at the clinic.”

“No problem.”  There was a brief pause before he cleared his throat.  “It’s just that I’ve been thinking, and well… maybe I moved too fast with you.  I probably shouldn’t have kissed you liked that.”

That kiss had been amazing and I wanted to tell him that, but this opportunity was like a gift.  I had to take it.  “I didn’t want to say anything.  I mean, you’re like amazing and perfect and sweet and funny—“

“But…” he gently interrupted.

I sighed on the inside.  “But I don’t think I’m really ready to be in like a boyfriend/girlfriend kind of serious thing.”  I kinda prided myself on being a pretty decent liar, another skill my mother insisted I learn for my own protection, but this was difficult.  The words were hard to get out.

“I could kinda tell,” he said, looking down at the floor.  “You seemed uncomfortable around me after that kiss.”

I didn’t think it would feel this awful to lie to him.  But I was certain that even as accepting as he’d been about my being a conjurer, there was no way he’d understand that I was in love with a vampire.  So I continued the lie.  “Yeah, it kinda changed things for the worst.”

He stood up and stuck out his hand. “Friends then?”

I looked up at him and couldn’t believe how well he was taking this.  I didn’t imagine that he was the type of guy who got turned down often.  But then I probably shouldn’t be surprised, I’d known for a while now that he was amazing.

I got up and took his hand.  A small part of me screamed inside.  “Friends,” I replied.

He laughed.  “Our grandmothers are gonna be so disappointed.”

I forced a smile.  “Yeah.”

Another wordless moment passed as we headed over to the door.  Darren again broke the silence.  “I don’t know if you knew or not, but I kinda have a bad reputation.  I tried to be a different person around you, mostly because I didn’t want to screw it up this time.  Thing is, I like the person I am around you.  I feel kinda proud to be in my own skin for once.  You’re different from any of the girls I’ve dated.  That day when you got on me about having three cars, that blew me away.  Most girls I know wouldn’t be able to get past how much they cost.  Even if we never work out, at least I know what to look for now.  Thanks for that.”

He looked into my eyes now and there was more than friendship behind his stare.  It was much deeper than that.  This would probably be the last time he would ever look at me like this.  After tonight, our spark would begin to fade, and though it might resurface sometimes, it would never be this intense.  Eventually, he would find another girl, she’d be lucky to have him, and then I’d stop getting this look at all.  He was waiting, giving me a chance to change my mind—to tell him that I didn’t want him to go.  That I wanted to be with him.  Things would be different between us, maybe forever, if I allowed him to leave now.

I didn’t say anything.

He tried to conceal the disappointment he was feeling behind that handsome smile of his, but I could see it was there. My heart ached.  He turned and started down the hall.  I watched him go.

“Oh,” he said turning around.  “You should call Taylor. She was really upset when she called me earlier.  She thinks that you’re ashamed of her or something?”

I thought back to how quickly she’d left the clinic.  “I’ll give her a call.”

He nodded and then disappeared down the steps.  I waited a few moments and then went in search of the phone.

Patching things up with Taylor was much easier.  She admitted that it had hurt her feelings for me to include the fact that she was from New Brighton in my introduction to Dr. Roberts.  She thought that it was my way of letting him know that she wasn’t rich like I was.  Floored that she would think I, of all people, classified people based on their wealth, it amazed even me how quickly an explanation popped into my head.  I told her, that I’d told him, that I was having trouble making friends with girls from Old Brighton.  I explained that he’d suggested that I would have more in common with girls from the other side of town because the girls here were so stuck up.  So when I told him that she was from New Brighton, I was really just letting him know that he’d been right.  She sighed and gave me a goofy “Oh, gosh,” and we were instantly best friends again.  She invited me to ride with her to the season opening football game tomorrow night to watch Darren and Chris play.

It struck me, after hanging up the phone, that Darren hadn’t mentioned anything about the game.  But then, if I hadn’t just “kinda sorta” broken up with him, I’m sure he would have.  Feeling awful again, I buried my head under my pillows and fell asleep.

And once again, I found myself inside a memory from a lifetime before.

Pitch black surrounded me, and there was pressure against my eyelids to keep me from opening them.  A mixture of muffled laughter, hushed voices, and the humming of an engine sounded in my ears.   I was sitting on someone’s legs, and being up in the air like this gave me the disconcerting sensation of floating.

“You don’t have to hold my pants so tight,” Tristan’s voice whispered.  I could feel his breath on my ear.  “I won’t let you fall.”

I wasn’t so certain.

Something began to tickle my nose and I could hear someone in the front seat struggling to conceal their amusement.

I had no idea who else was in the car, we’d picked them up after my sight had been taken away, but their subdued laughter sounded strangely familiar to me.  It almost sounded like— no, that was impossible.  Still, I hoped it might be them.

“Leave the poor girl alone,” Tristan said chuckling.  “You’ve been messing with her since we left—you know how much she hates surprises.”  His words were meant to be a reprimand, but he could hardly keep the laughter from his voice.  “She’s never going to agree to something like this again.”

“You’re right, I’m not,” I agreed.  I did hate feeling like this, but I trusted Tristan completely.  I wondered if he might have truly done the impossible.  Who else would get such a kick out of teasing me?

We rode in silence for a little longer, and I felt myself relax a little.  Then the car began to slow.

“It’s just on the other side,” Tristan said to whoever was driving.

I felt myself grow uneasy again, as competing butterflies—both of apprehension and anxious anticipation—warred in my stomach.  The car stopped, and Tristan spoke into my ear again.

“Running away has never been easy for you, but it’s always been necessary for us.  This time has been especially difficult, I know—“

“Tristan, you know I’d give up anything—“

“I know you would,” he breathed.  “But this has been the first time that you’ve had siblings, and I know how much you’ve missed them.  You always accuse me of going overboard on your birthday, and though the location might be in line with birthdays past, I doubt you’ll find fault with the gift.”

He removed his hands from my eyes and “Surprise!” rang out around the truck.  My mother, father, and two sisters surrounded me, and I felt my jaw plummet.  He’d really done it.

“But…How?  This can’t be…I…Tristan!”

My father, who had been driving, leaned forward and cleared his throat.

Regret stained his face and I knew what was coming.  “Papa…you don’t have to...”

He’d put up his hand.  “No, this is something I need to say in front of all of you.  I should have listened.  You tried to explain things and I didn’t handle it very well.  I didn’t give you any choice but to run away and for that I am so sorry.  I ripped this family apart, and there wasn’t a night that went by that I didn’t hate myself for it.  Every day I prayed for your return, and when Tristan’s letter arrived, explaining everything, and how much you’ve missed us, well I just had to come…you’re still my little girl…and…”

I reached up and wrapped my arms around him.  “I know Papa.  I love you too.”

Beyond him, I could see the Pyramids rising up in the distance to tickle the fading sun.  It was breathtaking.  On the ground in front of the truck was a large blanket, and there were cakes and pies littered across the top of it.

I turned my head to Tristan.  “Did you tell them about…?”

He nodded.  “Tomorrow, you’re going home.”

********************

A gentle rocking woke me.

“Good morning, sweetheart.”

“Mom!” I shouted, suddenly fully awake.  I wrapped my arms around her and she laughed.  “You’re home?”

“Well, I’m not at the clinic…” she answered.

I rolled my eyes. Her sarcasm had been a constant source of annoyance in the time before the attack, but it was clear to me now that I’d come to miss it since.

“When did you get here?”

“About an hour ago.”  She sighed.  “Your grandmother’s gone ahead and moved up my birthday party, despite my telling her that I absolutely did not want any kind of celebration in my honor.”  I released her so that she could see me stick out my tongue.  She grinned and continued.  “Dr. Roberts is supposed to be getting honored as well.  After that, Genevieve is flying him out to Marseilles to learn his techniques.”

I felt a pang of guilt inside me.  Keeping my secret meant that he’d have to keep lying, probably for the rest of his life.

“When is the party?” I asked.

“Tomorrow night,” she said shaking her head.

“That soon?”

“Your grandmother’s never been one to turn down an opportunity to party.  You should hear the stories of when she was your age.”

I laughed.  “That, I would pay to hear.”

She smiled a bit more before turning serious.  “Do you really like it here?” she asked.  I nodded.  “Then you must hate me for keeping you from the life you would have had here.  Maybe we could have kept your secret—Lexy did, albeit narrowly at times.  I know you would have never wanted for anything if we hadn’t left.”

“Mom, I already told you that I understand why you did it.  Besides, I’d much rather talk about your party!”

She groaned.  “I would, but you’ve got classes to get ready for.  Your grandmother told me how you fought to be in school.  I’m proud of you, Alek—I mean Ana.” She laughed.  “Being in this room, with how much you favor my sister, it’s got me saying the wrong name.”

That slip-up sent my mind spinning.  “Did my grandmother tell you anything else about me?”

“Just that you do seem to be happy here and that she’s thankful to be getting the chance to know you.  Is there anything else I should know?”

“Oh, no,” I answered quickly.  “I guess not.”

She stood up.  “Then go on and get ready for school.” She looked around.  “This room really does bring back… memories.”

She’d never called me Aleksandra before.  And why did she look back to me when she said “memories?”  I wanted so badly to ask her if she knew about me, about Tristan, our past.

I went for it. “Tristan,” I blurted as she neared the door.

She looked confused.  “What was that?”

“I said…Tristan.”

She stared at me for a moment.  “Should that name mean something to me?”

“No, I guess not.”

She shrugged as she turned into the hallway.  “Guess you just like the name…or love it.”











Chapter 25

Runaway


School went by in a blur.  Taylor apologized at least three times in each of the classes we had together.  Darren still offered to give me a ride to school, and Carlos was noticeably more cheerful now that it was official that we weren’t pursuing anything.  That irked me a little, but who else could I blame but me?  Chris had apparently made his move last night and now he and Taylor were downright insufferable at lunch.  She was now just “Tay,” while his nicknames ranged anywhere from “dumplin’” to “Christaboo.”  Insufferable.  London was a “no show.”

All that remained was the pep rally, which took place during Mrs. Moorer’s class, last period.  Taylor and I sat together.  At least, for a little while.  Heathwood had a tradition of allowing the girlfriends to stand with their boyfriends after they were introduced.  Taylor was all giggles and grins when they called “Christopher Dent, number eighty four, wide receiver.”  They saved Darren for last, and he walked out to thunderous cheers.  Only, he had to stand by himself, much to the shock of everyone present.  It was as though the entire gym turned to me all at once, their expressions ranging from confusion to contempt.  My heart was already taking a beating but when my eyes met Darren’s at the center of the gym, it became too much. I had to get out of there.

Taylor came after me, catching me out in the hallway.  “What’s wrong?  Did you guys break up?”

“God Taylor!  We were never going out!  Why doesn’t anybody understand that?”

She was silent after that.  I kept walking and she followed.

“I’m sorry,” I said finally.  “Things have just been kinda weird for me lately.  Can you take me home?  Please?”

Taylor glanced back at the gym. I knew that she wasn’t ready to leave school yet, but she said “yes” anyway.

It was a quiet ride until we entered Old Brighton.  Taylor gawked at the estates, saying things like “Whoa!” or asking “Is all of that one house?” I remembered feeling that same awe on my first ride into Old Brighton, but I was far too depressed to share in the moment with her.

Her eyes got really big when she saw the wall of hedges blocking off the view of my family’s estate.  We had barely turned onto the winding driveway when we were stopped by a man I recognized.

He came around to the driver’s side window and knocked.  Taylor shot me an anxious glance and I shrugged in response.  She rolled down the window.

He ducked so that his face was visible in the window space.  “State your business.”

“I…I’m dropping off my friend.”

He ducked lower until he could see me sulking in the passenger seat.  “Oh, hello there!  Remember me?  From South Carolina?”

“Yeah.”

My short reply seemed to knock him back into business mode.  “If you’ll do a three point turn and head on back, we can send a car up to take her the rest of the way.”

I saw the same hurt from yesterday show up on her face and that drew out my anger.  “What’s going on?  We’ve never had guards stalking the driveway before.  We’re going through.”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.”

“I order you to let us through.  This is my home.”

“Ma’am, I apologize, but I have strict orders not to let anyone not invited to the party through to the house.”

“Wha—“

“Ana, it’s okay,” Taylor interrupted.  “Really.  It’s not your fault.  I have to get back to put in my vote for Editor anyway.”

“Are—are you sure?  Because this is ridiculous.”

She nodded, but the hurt remained.  “I’m sure.”

Eddie apologized profusely as he drove me the rest of the way.  He explained that the ballroom was being prepped for the party tomorrow night and since magic was involved, they couldn’t risk an outsider being anywhere near the house.

Little did I know, I wasn’t allowed back to the ballroom, either.  Eddie stopped the car at the part in the hedges, and I followed the walkway around to the front door.  I thought that maybe I’d be able to sneak a peek from the entrance near my room, but that was blocked off by a tent.

I set off to find my mother, but ran into Helena instead.  “Have you seen my mother around?  I really need to talk to her about something.”

“She’s at the clinic again.  Nothing to worry about. Dr. Roberts just wants to run some more tests to see if there will be any long-term side effects from her bite.”

“Oh, okay,” I said, relieved.

“How have things gone with your friend?”

I was ready to scream, but realized she wasn’t talking about Darren.  With all the craziness of the last few days, I’d forgotten that it was Helena who’d brought me to him.  A big smile spread across my face.

She smiled back.  “I’ll take that as a “great.”

Helena was called over to sign for something so I headed up to my room.

It was a lazy, extremely boring rest of the day.  My mother was still with Dr. Roberts, even as evening was settling in, while my grandmother and Helena had spent the entire day running around the house like crazy people.  I’d started to go for a walk; I wanted to see if Tristan used his cabin during the day, but in my gut I knew that he didn’t.  I tried calling Taylor, but her dad had borrowed her cell phone for the day.  I called Darren’s cell but hung up on the first ring.  He called right back but I told Helena to tell him that I was sleep.  Like that was believable.  Finally, I tried to take a nap, hoping it would mean another memory, but that wasn’t happening either.

So, when nightfall came and I looked up to find three figures standing on my balcony that absolutely were not there a second ago, I could have danced.  I waved them inside, and London dove next to me on my bed.  She had a book in her hands that reminded me of the last book she’d showed me.

“Your spell must have worked.  I’ve gotten two memories from different lifetimes.”

“Great!  I wasn’t sure it had so I stole this book from my mom’s library to look for some more spells.  I kinda got busted by Tristan and Aiden so pretend that I’m helping you with some other magick.  Hang on to it for a while so it looks convincing.”

“Okay.”

Aiden cracked a smile.  “She looks bored enough.”

“So bored,” I returned.

“How about a little getaway?” Tristan suggested.  “Do you think anyone will miss you for a few hours?”

Helena and my grandmother were so busy I doubted they’d even notice.  I thought about my mom coming home to find me gone this late.  Yikes.  But with the way she’d acted this morning, I was fairly certain that she had to know about Tristan and me.  She’d pretty much told me without saying the words.  As unsettling as that was, I felt pretty confident she wouldn’t blow my cover.

“Cool,” I said finally.  “Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise,” Tristan answered.

“But you know I hate surprises.”

His eyes narrowed and my heart stopped. “Do I know that?”

“I mean, you should by now.  If you’re going to say that I loved them in my past lives, then you might have the wrong girl.  I’m pretty sure I’ll always hate surprises.”

Tristan laughed.  “You’re definitely the right girl.  You have always hated surprises…but that doesn’t mean I stop surprising you.”

“Nice save,” thought London, chuckling inside.

I shrugged at Tristan.  “What can I do?  Ready when you are.”

London and I were scooped up from the bed and within seconds we were both being carried across the estate at blistering speeds.  Without my having to think it, my body relaxed in Tristan’s arms. I laid my head onto his chest and closed my eyes.  About fifteen minutes passed before I felt us stop.

We were on a long strip of beach with the stars and moon shining brightly overhead.  In the distance, I could see Aiden and London kissing, but other than those two, we had the beach to ourselves.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Does it matter?” he grinned.

I laughed, dropping my head.  “No, I guess not.”

He put up his hand and I moved closer so that he could put his arm around me.  Together, we laid back into the sand and gazed upon the twinkling sky.

“I love you, Ana.”

I turned to look at him.

He grinned.  “It just occurred to me that I’ve never said that to you before.”

“Never?”  I asked, surprised.

“Well, not as Ana.  I’ve said it a million times to the other versions of you.”

“You know that I love you Tristan.  It’s not even fair how much I love you.”

“Then let’s run away together,” he followed.  “Your mother’s going to be fine.  She knows about me.  Your grandmother might be a little hurt, but at least she has your mother now.  Besides, it won’t be a permanent vacation.  Just for a year or so.”

“Why just a year?” I asked.

“You don’t ever want to see your family?”  He laughed and I felt embarrassed.  So he had considered how much I’d miss my family and friends this time.  “Duh,” I thought to myself, this wasn’t the first time he’d whisked me away.  Plus, I’d just had the dream to confirm it.

“Let’s just concentrate on how amazing this next year’s going to be,” he continued.  “We’re taking the world by storm. It’s going to be non-stop.  Let’s leave tonight.”

“You’re—You’re serious?”

“Of course I am.”

I sat up and stared out at the ocean. Nervous excitement tap-danced across my skin. “Then I’ll run away with you.  High school’s overrated anyway.”

His entire face lit up.

“It’ll be different this time,” he said next, his tone changing.   “You’re an heir.  Everyone will know you’re gone.  Witches and warlocks the world over will be searching for you. And it won’t be like those years you spent running with your mother, either.  They knew where you were then.  It might be impossible, but I want to at least try this time.”

“Me too.  Being with you just feels right.  I mean, what are the odds that out of an entire world of people we can just find each other like we do?  That’s got to be fate and it’s wonderful, and when I look at you, I lose myself in how beautiful you are, and you’re so perfect sometimes that it doesn’t feel real, but I know that it is, I feel it, and then I think that somehow I’m not enough, because I don’t really remember how to be the girl you fell in love with, and—“

“Ana,” he said, leaning up so that our eyes were only inches apart.  “Be quiet and kiss me.”

Laughing at my own babbling, I did.

He continued to kiss me and the moment was so perfect, our future so clear, that I needed to know it would always be like this.  That my getting my memories back wouldn’t mess things up.  But no more being sneaky about it.  I pulled away from him.

“This time I have a condition,” I said softly.

He chuckled.  “And what could that possibly be?”

I took a deep breath.  “That you tell me what keeps this from being the fairytale I keep wishing for it to be.  I will follow you around the world, and we can have forever, but I have to know—“

“What did you just say?”

“I’m saying I wanna know what the “bad thing” is.  I don’t remember the person I used to be.  I don’t want to repeat her mistakes—”

He shook his head.  “You said “and we can have forever.”  You don’t talk like that, Ana.”

I knew immediately where those words had come from—my first memory.  Looking into his eyes now, I knew I couldn’t lie to him—or even skirt around the truth.  “I’ve been getting memories.”

He jumped to his feet.  “And you weren’t going to tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to leave.  You made me promise not to get them back.  I thought that if you knew, you’d disappear.  You have to know that would kill me Tristan.”

He shook his head.  “Don’t talk like that.  You sound just like Aleksandra.  Don’t you see?  It’s happening already.  Once you get enough of your memories back, then you’ll be her again, and you won’t want to settle for this.  You’ll want forever to continue, but it can’t.  When it comes time for us to part, you won’t want to.”

“What?  Wait.  Why do we have to part?  What aren’t you telling me—”

He’d looked at me, his eyes so full of sorrow the words had caught in my throat.

“Finally, you had a real chance of doing what you were meant to do and I’ve messed everything up.  If only I’d been strong to stay away from you…”

“Tristan!  Please, talk to me!  You aren’t making any sense.”

“I can see that I’ve just been kidding myself into thinking that just because you didn’t remember, you’d be different.  That things would turn out differently.”  He looked up at me again, this time with anger.  “You say that my leaving would kill you?  You don’t even remember why you love me!  And you’re still too attached!  Ana, this is where forever ends.   Every time you come back, you’re taking the place of someone who’ll never get the chance to live. Can’t you see how desperate you had to have been to have stolen your niece’s life?  The person she was meant to be will never exist now because you’ve robbed her of her existence.  Losing your memories was a gift; I could fall in love with the girl I saw in that field all over again.  Not the monster you became as Aleksandra—“

“Leave her alone!” London shouted, suddenly there with us.  “If you’re so angry at what Aleksandra did, then tell her why she did it.  Tell her what makes her so desperate to come back Tristan.  Tell her or I will.”

I was destroyed.  The things he’d accused me of?  Could I really have done that to someone?  My own family?  There was so much pain in Tristan’s eyes, such regret that I knew he hated himself right now.  But his regret didn’t make them untrue.

“Tell her Tristan,” London said again.

He hadn’t turned his head; he was still looking into my eyes.  I could feel his remorse reverberating in my own soul.  “I’m so sorry Ana.  This isn’t your fault.  You’ve done nothing wrong.  I won’t fail you, not again.”  He turned to look at London.  “And you shouldn’t either.” Then he was gone.  Once again he’d left me, and I sat there, hurting and confused.

I’m not sure what happened next.  Just that, eventually I found myself in the midst of another memory.

We were standing in my bedroom.  I’d taken the time to pull back and tie down the curtain over the glassed wall before he arrived.  Tonight needed to be perfect.  I loved how he looked when bathed in moonlight.  His pale skin had a glow.  Had this been any other night, he’d have already pulled me close, kissed me.  But not tonight.

“Aleksandra…” he said.  He didn’t need to say any more than that for me to know what he was asking.  We’d been through this so many times already, words weren’t necessary anymore.  He’d only said my name to let me know that he was upset.  It was the only time he addressed me by my first name.

His piercing green eyes stared into mine, willing me to change my mind.  With his right hand, he closed the distance between us, moving it slowly upwards until his fingertips caressed my cheek.

Staring into his eyes, I knew he could hear how fast my heart was beating.  My eyes fell, it was difficult for me to hold his gaze when he looked at me like that.  And his touch...

I couldn’t back down now.  I decided to put on a good face for him, a brave face.  “It’s almost time, Tristan.”

His entire body tensed.  “Please,” he pleaded with a whisper.  His eyes filled with worry.

“Don’t be afraid,” I told him.  “I’m not.” It was as blatant an untruth as I’ve ever told.

And he knew it. “You’re lying,” he replied.

Again my eyes retreated downward, my breaths becoming heavy.  He knew how badly I wanted this—how much I’ve craved for a real eternity with him.  How long had I waited for this moment?  I was ready.  He had to make me one of them.  End of story.

He lifted up my chin, bringing my eyes to his again.  “Lexy, please, don’t ask this of me.”

I leaned over and put my lips to his, but he jerked away from me.  There was fire in his eyes now.

“No,” he nearly shouted.  “I won’t do this to you.”

“P-please,” I whispered.

I touched my lips to his once more and his resistance faded.  I wanted him to feel me—my lips, my passion, my longing to be with him.  I kissed his cheek, his neck.  His hands moved to stop me.

“I can’t do this,” he said again.

“This is our only chance, Tristan.  If you won’t do this for me, then how can you say you love me?”

My questioning his love made him think.  But this was taking too long, my own fear was getting the best of me now, I was shaking…

“Do it!” I shouted at him, fearing I’d lose my nerve.

His lips parted and his teeth sank deep into my flesh.  The world began to blur, but I managed to find his eyes, those beautiful green eyes suddenly filled with regret.  He called to me, apologizing, but this wasn’t his fault.  As my lifetimes stretched out before my eyes, it’s so obvious how idiotic I’ve been.  For one glorious moment I felt my life returning, but it stopped, the world fading to black as I slipped into the oblivion of death.

“Please, let there be a next time…”

I woke with a start.  The frightening reality of the memory I’d just had was temporarily muted by the unsettling realization that I had no idea where I was.  Just that I was on someone’s couch.  Leaning up, I discovered that someone had placed a blanket over my legs. It might have been some comfort had I not taken a look at my surroundings.

It was a strange living room that enclosed me, with picture frames covering every wall and every surface.  Each frame had a child’s face inside it, and their varying complexions formed a human rainbow.  It was almost eerie how much the room resembled Tristan’s cabin.  Except, this room wasn’t empty.  A shabby, badly scratched table sat at the center of the small room, flanked by a faded red sofa and the brown leather loveseat I was on.  A floor model television set took up the opposite wall, waffling between what looked like “The Price is Right” and fuzz.

“Oh good,” said a very old woman shuffling into the room.  “Now I can turn on my radio.”  Her skin was brown and creased, and I followed her with my eyes as she hobbled past me into the kitchen.  What sounded like a bad soap opera filled the room and she reappeared, plopping down onto the faded sofa.

“Where am I?” I asked, not a full second after she’d taken a seat.

“Heaven.”

“Huh?”

She let out a hearty laugh.  “Just messin’ with you.  London dropped you off here last night.  You was in some bad shape, child.  Mutterin’ and carryin’ on.  I knew you was comin’ so I went ahead and laid out a blanket and pillow for you.  Got some water boilin’ for some hot chocolate in the kitchen.  Now, that’s still your favorite ain’t it?”

“Um yeah, but how did you know?  And how do you know London?”

“I sorta have this annoyin’ habit of knowin’ things I shouldn’t know, seein’ things that ain’t happened yet. As for London, I helped her understand her gift when she was havin’ a tough time understandin’ herself.  Never imagined she’d be steppin’ out with a vampire, though.  Hmph, but with a face like that, I reckon he could be a male mermaid and I wouldn’t care!  Honey, I’d be runnin’ to get my scuba gear!”

She was laughing again, and now, so was I.

“You’re a conjurer too, aren’t you?” I didn’t imagine that “seeing into the future” fell into the category of being “naturally possible.”

“That’s what most witches’ll call me,” she replied.  “I don’t see myself as being any different than they are—we all been blessed with magick.  Your grandmother has allowed me to remain a part of the community so long as I keep my mouth shut about what I can do.  Wasn’t always like that though, not ‘til Aleksandra was born.   Now she even lets me attend a few of her functions.”

Her words helped me to remember her.  “You were at my welcome party,” I exclaimed, “with the Elder Witches!”

“Was waitin’ on you to remember.” She smiled.

“Does my—“

“Got off the phone with your mother ‘bout an hour ago.  She knows where you are.”

“You know her too?”

She laughed again.  “A lot of folk knows me, though you won’t catch too many admittin’ it.  Most just stop by when they need some advice, or a different perspective on things.  Your mother was with you when you came by here last.  Course, you had a different name then.”

I was strangely unsurprised by this revelation.  “Then, you know about me,” I sighed.  “About what I did.”

She raised an eyebrow.  “And what was that?”

It took me a moment to be able to say the words aloud.  “I’m not supposed to be alive. I stole someone’s chance to live.”

That really made her laugh.  “Child, I think you give yourself too much credit.  Ain’t nothin’ on this here earth that ain’t supposed to be.”

“But he said…“

“I knows what he said.  But if you’re here, and I’m fairly certain you are, then it’s ‘cause you was meant to be.  From the beginning of time, you was meant to be right here, right now.  Now I’m sure they told you that when you’re castin’ a spell, that you’re tellin’ nature what to do.  But what you’re really doin’ is askin’.   Witches get confused because the answer is most always yes, and maybe as conjurers, we get a yes when others won’t, but that don’t change the fact that it’s still asking.  Gonna knock your socks off the first time you try a spell and the answer’s no.  You ain’t steal nobody’s soul.  That is somethin’ beyond anythin’ a witch, or a conjurer can do.  You can certainly ask, but I promise you the answer’s gonna be “no” every time.  Nah, you asked the same thing you asked for in every lifetime before, more time.  And ‘cause you was meant to have it, you got a yes.  The “how” ain’t up to you.”

“Then I’m not evil?  Duncan said—“

“I knows what Duncan said too.”  She shook her head.  “Why is it anytime somethin’s different, it’s automatically wrong?  That single principle has caused more suffering and tragedy than any other in the history of the world.  It’s our actions that make us good or evil, Ana.  Nothin’ more, nothin’ less.  I’ve used my “sight” to win the lottery six times, and spent every dime betterin’ the lives of children the world over.  When my times comes, and people want to say this or that about what I mighta’ been, I’d like to think there are few people,” she said gesturing to the walls of children, “who know different.”

I glanced up at the walls and was reminded of Tristan’s cabin again.  “But then, why would Tristan just assume the worst of me?  And what did he mean when he said that he wouldn’t fail me?”

She shrugged.  “Maybe he’s the one that’s gotten desperate.  It can’t be easy to watch the one you love die over and over again.  That’s got to take a toll on you at some point.  I know he loves you more than anythin’ and he’s doin’ his best to keep you on your path this time.  Thing is, he can’t walk it with you, not for very long anyway.  In the past, he’s tried to point you to where you needed to go.  But you don’t go, do you?  You wanna follow him into the woods.  So this time, he’s gonna try and walk it for you.  By keeping his secret, you’ll have no choice but to keep straight.  You stray from that path this time, and you won’t find your way back.”

My mind was twisting.  “What does that mean?”

She shrugged.  “Sometimes I can see the puzzle, sometimes I can only see the pieces.  In your case it’s the latter.”

I sighed disappointedly.  None of this made any sense to me.

“It’s a new life, Ana,” she followed.  “Maybe it’s time for a new love.”

That caught me off guard.  “Darren?”

“You said it, not me,” she chuckled.  “Anyway, that’s for you to decide.  Oh, to be young again.”

A knock came on the door.

“Be a doll and get the door for my grandbaby.”

“You saw him coming?”

She laughed.  “More like my daughter called and asked if I could babysit.  Big party tonight, I hear.”

I moved down the skinny hallway to her front door.  When I opened it, I found Dr. Roberts staring back at me.  He was holding a toddler in his arms.

“Ana?”

Seeing him made it click in my mind.  “She’s the woman who called the other day, isn’t she?  She’s your motherin-law?”

“She is.  She didn’t tell you?”

“Never got around to it,” she said from behind me.  “Go on and run the girl home.  We both know my daughter ain’t gonna be back from that mall no time soon—don’t need “sight” for that either,” she laughed.  “This girl’s got a game to get to tonight.”

Dr. Roberts seemed a little confused but nodded that he’d take me home.

Stepping outside, I wondered what else the woman might know.  “Wait.  Is there anything else you can tell me?  I don’t even know where to begin to start looking for answers.”

Her grandson reached out for her and she took him into her arms.  For a moment, I thought my question to her would go unanswered, but after placing a big kiss onto his cheek she turned her head around to me again.  “Whenever I gets a vision where I can only see pieces of the whole picture, it’s usually ‘cause those’s the only ones ain’t been seen yet.  My guess is he’s already shown you the rest—you just wasn’t lookin’ hard enough.”

*******************

My mother was waiting for me in my room when I arrived.  She waved me over and I took up the spot next to her on my bed.  After a couple of false starts on my part, she told me to just ask.

“How long have you known I was her?” I asked.

“Since you were a baby.  For the first year of your life, your name, as it was written on the birth certificate, was “Undecided Adams.”  She laughed and my jaw dropped.  “I insisted you be named Aleksandra, to honor my dead sister.  But your father had lost his mother to vampires only a week before your birth and he had hoped to honor her by giving you her name.  So to settle it once and for all, we asked you.  Whenever we said “Aleksandra,” no matter what you were doing, you would stop and look at us.  It was as if you knew it was your name.  You weren’t as fond of Anastasia.”

“Now, Lexy had told me about her being reincarnated, about Tristan and the lives they’d led.  I would come here and lay in her bed and she would tell me stories so romantic and wonderful that sometimes I went to sleep dreaming that I was the one doing all those things she’d spoken about.  But I never believed them to be the truth until she let me meet him—”

“You met Tristan as a kid?”

She let out a soft laugh and nodded.  “I did, and he was all the things she had described.  Even at thirteen I could see they were in love.  I watched the way he would look at her, the ease with which she smiled when they conversed.  I knew it had to be real, all of it.  But I also saw how she suffered when he was gone, how her responsibilities as an heir kept her prisoner here, when she wanted nothing more than to run away with him.  I’d hear her crying from across the hall and come to lay with her so she wouldn’t feel lonely.  When she died, it hurt me in a way that I have never been hurt before or since.  Not even when your father died.  But Tristan would come and visit, and we’d talk about her and that helped.  He assured me that she would come back, and that when she did, he would bring her to me, even if I was a hundred years old.”

“I kept my own eye out, but I never suspected my own daughter until that day when you responded to her name.  I had you tested for being a conjurer in secret, and when the result was positive, I knew in my heart that it was you come back to life.  Like I’ve told you, being a conjurer was Lexy’s secret as well.  I told your father about the results and he agreed to run away from Brighton with me to keep you safe.  Lexy had almost been discovered a number of times and we decided we couldn’t risk it.  Unfortunately, we’d both been raised in Brighton, so we didn’t know the first thing about surviving outside of it.  They came upon us at a campground in Virginia, your father died buying us time to escape.”

That information shocked me.  “You’ve never told me how he passed.”

“I guess it’s always been too painful.  But immediately afterwards, I had your named changed to Anastasia.  It was also when I decided that I needed to take our survival more seriously.  I poured all of my efforts into ensuring our safety, learning as I went.  Being on the other side of it now, I can see that I was too rough with you sometimes.  But I was determined that your father’s sacrifice not be in vain, and determined not to be the reason your series of lives ended.  If you grew up and decided that you wanted to be with Tristan, then I wanted you to have that opportunity.  If not, then I wanted you to be educated enough to support yourself, with the skills to survive in a world filled with vampires.”

“Then you’re really okay with all of it?  Tristan being a vampire? Me running away from being an heir?  Giving birth to your sister?  I mean that weirds me out, and I’m her.”

She gave me an awkward grin, and scratched the side of her neck uncomfortably.  “To be honest, there have been times when it’s all felt incredibly strange, and thank goodness I had no idea while I was having you, that would have totally freaked me out. But then, you really only look like her.  Your personalities are totally different.  She had to be the life of the party while you’ve always been very shy.  She had a quick temper, while you tend to hold things inside for as long as you can.  You are the eternal optimist— you inherited that from your father.  Maybe you will change some when you get the memories back, though Lexy didn’t seem to, but for now, you are still the Ana I raised.  As for Tristan and your running away; if you feel the things for him my sister did, and I suspect you do, then I am perfectly okay with it.   “One,” because I know he would do anything to make you happy; and “two,” because I know that he could protect you out there.  There’s really nothing more a mother could want for her child than to be happy and safe.”

I reached over and gave her a hug.  Part of me wanted to tell her about our fight last night, but I didn’t want to ruin her image of Tristan.  She didn’t need to know the subject of that terrible memory either.  I needed to protect her image of both of them, for both our sakes.  The thought of him still made my heart beat faster, and I needed her to be okay with me being gone if by some miracle we were able to work things out.  I didn’t know what reason she’d been given for my spending the night, but I was grateful to find damage control unnecessary.

Still, the message Dr. Robert’s motherin-law gave me about Tristan’s secret, and how he’d supposedly shown me what it was, weighed heavily on my mind.  Knowing my mother approved of him had strengthened my resolve to make us work.  This terrible secret and this supposed “path” were the only things standing in our way.  So, the moment she left to continue the prep work for the party, I was out the front door, rounding the opposite side of the mansion on my way to that cabin.

The sun was bright overhead by the time I reached the lake.  After struggling for a time, and acquiring a nasty splinter in the process, I was able to get the boat into the water.  It took even longer to get the hang of rowing, and I came to fully appreciate Tristan’s strength when I found myself thoroughly exhausted after only making it half way across the lake.  I pushed on despite the pain in my arms.

Reaching the other side, I tied the boat to the pole as I’d seen Tristan do, and set off through the shallow wood to Tristan’s cabin.

“Does anyone in this town actually go to school,” came Aiden’s raspy voice.  I couldn’t help but compare it to the rock and roll ballads my mother use to listen to years ago. But looking over at that smile that never truly reassured you of your safety, I felt pretty confident I wouldn’t be hearing any ballads from him anytime soon.  “London’s cutting today, too,” he said.  “Gotta help Ana with something…” he followed in an irritated mocking of London’s voice.

I wondered if she was working on fixing whatever “bad thing” was keeping us apart too.  Tristan had said something to her, something about not failing me too.  A streak of fear shot through me.  Could they be working together somehow?  To keep me in the dark about whatever Tristan was trying to do?

“Oh, I was just checking to see if Tristan was here,” I lied.

“He’s not,” Aiden replied, putting his weight against a tree.  “If he was, London and I would be outta here by now.   Her mother’s getting suspicious, I think.”

“Oh, well thank you for bringing me back,” I said.  It was the only possible explanation.

He shrugged.

I decided to just go for it.  “Hey, um, you wouldn’t happen to know what Tristan’s not telling me, would you?  I know London saw it in his mind—“

“No offense, but I haven’t cared enough to ask.  I like you, what you’ve done for him, and the example it’s been for us, but I think you two are deluding yourselves.  All that crap about souls and heaven is for the birds.  If I were him, I would just turn you and be done with it.”  He flashed me that grin again.  “If hell exists, at least you won’t be lonely.”

“We’ve tried that,” I said in a small voice.  That option terrified me and I couldn’t imagine how I’d been brave enough to force him to try.  “It didn’t work.”

He shrugged again.  “So try again.  It’s not like you ever stay dead.”

“Is that what you’re going to do to London?” I asked, suddenly very much afraid for her.

“We’ve talked about it.  Nothing set in stone.  Either way, we’re leaving tonight.  Tristan, or no Tristan.  Knowing no one’s here protecting you will definitely bring him back.” There was a smug look on his face as he said that.

“Well, can I look around inside the cabin before he comes back?”

His eyes became suspicious.  “Why?”

I sighed.  “You know why.”

He laughed.  “Yeah I do.  But I wanna hear you say it.”

“Fine.  I’m trying to figure out what he’s keeping from me. I know it’s something big.”

“No, no.  Say, ‘I, a member of the most sickeningly perfect couple in the history of the freaking world, am today deciding to sneak behind Tristan’s back.’”

I groaned and said the words. He gave me a satisfied smile and led me up to the cabin.  He pushed open the door and then lit the lanterns.  Because of the lack of windows, the inside looked the same in the day as it had at night.  I stared up at the previous versions of myself.  Sometimes I had been really pretty, others, not so much.  Not that Tristan had cared.  That thought melted some of the frost around my heart.

Still, I had no idea what I was looking for.  Aiden took up a seat on the floor and followed me around with his eyes.  After an hour of looking, memorizing the locations of each photograph, I wasn’t any closer to figuring this thing out.  I looked for patterns, discreet images in the backgrounds, messages written on the back.  No luck.

I sat down next to Aiden and slammed my fist into the floor in frustration.

He laughed.  “Don’t hurt yourself.”

“I just don’t understand what I could be missing,” I said.

He shrugged yet again.  If he weren’t capable of killing me without any real effort, I might have hit him too.

“Is that your answer for everything?”

Another shrug.

He stood up and took a closer look.  “What I don’t understand,” he started, “is if he’s so terribly in love with you, then why doesn’t he have any pictures of you when you’re older?  Most girls are still attractive in their thirties and forties.  Definitely, this one.”

I jumped to my feet.  Aiden was on to something.  I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that there was nothing superficial about Tristan’s feelings for me.  His great desire was that I see heaven for goodness sakes.  So why weren’t there any pictures of me as an older woman?  I was always just a teenager.  I thought back to what he’d told me.  Okay, so I knew I died of some heart thing at seventeen, the first time we met.  After that, who knows how I died.  I presumed I’d made it to old age, so why no photos?

Unless I was presuming too much.  What if…I didn’t?  What if I never did?  Fear swelled up inside of me.  Was I going to die young?  Is that why we always ran off, because we didn’t have time to wait?  Why the time was spent in such a grand fashion?  Were we trying to fit a lifetime of thrills into a few months?  It made perfect sense.  In the first dream, Tristan asked me if it was worth it to truly have forever.  He was asking if being together forever was worth it if we could only have it a few months at a time.  And it would explain why I would be so happy to go home to my family in the second memory. It was about more than just me missing them.  I wanted to be in their company when the time came.  Oh…God.

The thought seemed to strike Aiden at the same time.  “Ana, I don’t think—

I ran.  I didn’t need or want to hear the rest.











Chapter 26

Proposal


I didn’t cry.  Lying in bed, I kept expecting myself to.  I was too frightened.  I think the fear in my mind had tricked my body into believing that I was battling some life threatening situation so it was conserving my water.

I kept checking the conversations I’d had with Tristan and found this explanation worked with every single one.  And then I checked it with what Dr. Robert’s motherin-law had told me.  Where was it that Tristan wanted me to end up?  Happy and in heaven.  Why wouldn’t he be able to go with me?  Because he didn’t think he could.  It’s why she said he was pointing to where I was supposed to go.  But she was right, I didn’t go.  I kept asking for more time—straying off the path to heaven and into the woods.  She’d said that by keeping his secret he’d force me to stay on that path.  And if I hadn’t discovered that my lifespan was so short then she’d have been right.  I’d have just dropped dead and Tristan would have what he wanted.  But that was so cold…too dishonest.  You couldn’t possibly do that to someone you loved.  Unless you were desperate….

There were no cracks with which to give myself reasonable doubt, so I eventually decided— to prevent myself from having a genuine anxiety attack— to wait until I could confront Tristan about it.  That gave me something to at least hold on to and I felt a little better.  That and the fact that I wouldn’t be seventeen for another fourteen months—heaven forbid I should die on my birthday.

Helena brought me the phone, informing me that Taylor was on the line, and then disappeared back into the hall, clearly preoccupied with tonight’s party.

“Hey Taylor,” I said, doing my best to keep the emotion out of my voice.

“Hey!  Just called to see if you still wanted a ride to the game.

Relief swept cross my face.  Thank goodness, a distraction.

Taylor could not believe that she still wasn’t allowed to pull up to my house, and most of the ride to the school was spent massaging her feelings.  Seeing that she still felt like she wasn’t good enough just because her parents weren’t filthy rich made me especially glad I came.  I complemented her on everything possible—to the point I thought it was obvious what I was doing—but if she realized it, she never said anything.  Nor did she ask why I’d missed school again.

Heathwood’s stadium was over the top.  Big surprise there.  It made Pelion’s high school stadium look like a practice field.  There were elevators to take you up to your seats, padded cushions in the stands, and at least seven screens to watch the game if your eyes were too lazy to follow the action on the field.  We’d seen the fireworks as we pulled up.  Plus, every person who walked through the gates was given a “Go Stingers!” poster and a program—we would have had to pay for both at my old school.

Taylor went right up to the fence that prevented the fans from running out onto the field and conversed with some of the players.  She seemed to know them all, and explained that they referred to her as “Kryptonite” because although Chris was the best receiver on the team, he couldn’t catch a cold if she gave him a kiss before practice.  She assured them that she hadn’t touched him at any point during the day.

Once we got to our seats, Taylor pointed out Darren.  He was standing next to the coach and looked enormous compared to most of the players on the team.  He wore a yellow number twelve on his black jersey and even his ruffled blonde hair seemed to match.

It was impossible not to catch some of Taylor’s enthusiasm once the game began.  She was up on her feet for every play, never remaining seated for any ten consecutive seconds at any point during the first half.  When she wasn’t shouting at the team to “make a play,” she was leaning over to explain something to me.  I was having particular difficulty with why we were so excited to move the ball all of six inches.  She shook her head and laughed that we had gotten a “first down.”  Whatever that meant.

It wasn’t until the game broke for halftime that I saw the fruit of my running out of the pep rally yesterday.  A group of girls beside the concession stand were making no efforts to conceal the fact that they were laughing at my expense.  Taylor said to ignore them but it was difficult to keep my cool when I kept hearing “hit and run victim” being whispered every time we passed a large group of students.  I realized now what had been made of my disappearing act.  They thought Darren had used me for easy sex and then disowned me.  Of course they did.  This was high school.

Feeling down, I followed Taylor around like a lost puppy.  Apparently, my missing days had given her the initiative to go out and make some more friends.  And although she insisted that I was still her “besty,” it was clear her outgoing personality had won over a great many people in my absence.  We could hardly take a step without someone shouting “Tay!” or “Hey Taylor!” or “Kryptonizzle!”  It was seriously hard to believe that this was the same girl in the cowboy hat at the beginning of the week.

Taylor spent the remainder of halftime teaching me everything she knew about football.  I had a sneaking suspicion that my constant questions might be ruining her fun.  So, as I watched the second half with a fairly basic understanding of football— I still had no I idea what half the penalties meant— I came to understand that Darren was amazing.  Taylor had said that they would probably throw the ball more since they were losing and boy could he throw it.  He could get the ball past the two and three guys smothering Chris on almost every play and by the time the game clock showed five seconds left, we had come back to within four points of the other team.  Unfortunately, they were a long way from the end zone.

I leaned over to Taylor.  “Can Darren throw that far?”

“Oh yeah, he has an NFL arm.  He’s already got a letter from the University of Texas and like twelve other schools wanting him to go there.  We’re doing an interview after the game to ask him about it.  It’ll air during first period on Monday.  It’ll be an amazing story if we could win this game somehow.”

But she didn’t look confident.  Neither did anyone else.  It was silent in the stadium as they lined up.  Then, Darren was running around with the ball as the other team tried to tackle him.  He was doing well until one really big guy blasted him from behind.  Luckily, he was able to throw the ball first, and it seemed to stay in the air forever.  I saw Chris and three of the opposite team’s players jump for it in the end zone and come down in a pile.  Two referees ran over to the fallen players.  Taylor closed her eyes and said, “Oh gosh Christopher, please tell me you caught that…”

The referees held up their hands.  The people in the stands went crazy.  I would have too, if Taylor hadn’t immediately turned around and said, “I could literally die right now!”  That brought me right back to that cabin, and suddenly I felt sick.

I kept telling myself that it was far off still.  Fourteen months, probably longer.  And there was always the chance that Tristan could deny it, that there was some other explanation that fit perfectly too.  It seemed like a long shot even for my mustard seeds of hope.

Darren’s blaring voice came booming across the loud speaker.  Kevin from my literature class was holding up a microphone.

“Yeah, it was a great win.  It wasn’t our best performance by any stretch, but we played as a team and that’s what made the difference.  But I don’t wanna hog up the microphone, all these guys deserve a chance to speak.  Before I go though, I wanna dedicate that last throw to my favorite girl in the world, Anastasia Adams.  Goodnight everybody.”

I swear it was a full minute before I could breathe again.

Taylor insisted I join the other girlfriends in the tunnel leading back to the locker rooms.  It was hard not to smile when I saw some of those same girls from before stare at me opened mouthed.  Chris came out first and Taylor ran over and jumped into his arms, pulling his head forward into a long, passionate kiss.  They had certainly come a long way in a short period of time.

Darren had come out last and flushed red when he saw me.  I just kind of stood there.

“I’m sorry about what I said,” he started.  “I just didn’t like some of the rumors that were going around.  I thought it might make things easier for you.  Not too mad are you?”

“No, not at all.  I figured that’s what you were doing.  Thanks.”  I was certainly getting better at lying to him.  At least the part about not being angry had been honest.

“Oh, well thank goodness,” he grinned.  “I thought you were about to lay into me just now.”

I found myself smiling.  “Yeah, because we both know I could beat you in a fight.”

“Well, if you fight as good as you break hearts…”

That hurt.  “Darren… that’s not fair.”

He smiled.  “All’s fair in love and war.”

He had a point.

“Hello, fellow lovebirds,” said a feverishly love-drunk Taylor pulling Chris behind her.  “We’re going to celebrate with some of the guys at Applebee’s, you coming?”

“Oh no, can’t, we signed up for community service tonight,” Darren said quickly.

I nodded in agreement.  “Yeah, I totally forgot until he just reminded me.”

“How ‘bout you, Chris?” Darren asked.  “Didn’t you sign up too?”

Chris still seemed to be suffering from that delirious high that comes from being in love, so he couldn’t keep up a straight face when he attempted to keep the lie going.  Taylor began to look suspicious.  Finally, he was able to manage, “Nah, think I’m skipping community service this time.”  He mouthed a “sorry” to me behind Taylor’s back.

Taylor wasn’t buying it; luckily, her hormones had her mind pointed in another direction.  “Community service, huh?  Well, make sure you use protection while you’re servicing your community!”  A car full of screaming students came by shouting “Go Stingers!” and Taylor and Chris went running after them.

“Guess you need a ride to the party,” Darren said.

“Yeah,” I agreed, blushing as hard as I could ever remember blushing in my entire life.  I was thankful he’d decided not to address the “going to have sex” assumption Taylor made.

Just as we got into his BMW, Darren’s grandmother called his cell phone.  I watched him talking and found myself thinking more and more about what Taylor had suggested.  Immediately, images of Tristan stormed into my mind, battling the impulse I felt to act.  Surprisingly, those thoughts brought up anger.  “He was going to let me just drop dead?” I thought.  “Just so I wouldn’t be able to do the spell again?  Damn him.”  Already weakened by my own hormones, those thoughts sent whatever loyalties I felt to Tristan whimpering away.  I had turned away a boy who’d done nothing but want me, protect me, and help me.  For him.  I was furious now.  What he tried to do was unforgivable.  If I only had months to live, then I would make the most of them.

When he hung up the phone, I went for it.

I slid quickly over to his side, and sat on his legs, facing him.  If he’d looked surprised to see me outside the locker room, it was nothing to the shock on his face now.  I pressed my lips onto his and he didn’t fight me.  He wrapped his arms around me and I felt like my body was on fire.  I was still fairly new to kissing, especially this kind, so I let him begin to kiss me instead.  I could feel his enthusiasm through his kiss and it was like a match to my own.  I let my hands slip under his shirt and explore his chest.

As amazing as it felt, I knew it was only the first step.  It began to fully dawn on me what I was about to do.  Doubt sprang up inside me.  Was I ready for this?  Just as I began to pull away, a voice spoke inside my head.  “What are you saving it for? You’ve only got months to live, so live.”

I stopped kissing him and let my hands drop to his belt.  I had barely touched the buckle before he’d seized my arms.

“What are you doing?  I thought you just wanted to make out?  We are not doing that.”

My passion melted back into anger.  “Darren, don’t you dare reject me right now.  I want this and I want this with you.”

“Ana, no.  Not with you.  Not like this.”

Not with me?  That had hurt more than anything he’d said to me.  “What’s wrong with me?  I mean, you could have sex with all of those other girls, but not with me?  I thought you wanted me—you said you did.  You don’t have to put on an act for me anymore.  I want you just as much as you want me, so it’s okay.”

I stared into his eyes and could see the anger building.  He opened the car door and pulled himself from under me.  He walked to the end of the parking lot, kicking whatever was in his path; meanwhile, I sat in the front seat of his car, wondering if I’d just ruined our friendship.  I’d calmed down enough to think with a level head now and could hardly believe the last few minutes had actually happened.  When he came back, he still looked angry but he spoke in a quiet voice.

“Ana, I understand why you were so uncomfortable around me before.  If you thought that all of this was just some act, then I don’t blame you for wanting to stop things. But it’s not Ana.”  He sat down in the car again and all traces of his anger disappeared.  “Let me explain.  You weren’t here then, but my grandpa was a man everyone respected. He was the guy people turned to when something happened.  I used to look up to him so much.  But I was always such a disappointment to him.  I used to feel like deep down he was ashamed of me, and he had a right to be.  All I cared about was getting in girl’s pants, showing off how rich I was to everyone who wasn’t, and being the cool guy everybody wanted to hang with.  When he died, I kept waiting to just wake up one day and be the man that he was, like it was some overnight thing.  After a while I realized that I had to make a change.  I tried a couple times, but it never lasted.

“When I met you, you were so different and I found myself liking you.  Not the way you looked in a pair of skinny jeans, and not because I knew you would give it up if I took you out a couple of times.  You made me laugh, you called me on my bullshit—you reminded me of him.  I decided that here’s this wicked cool girl that I have to be right for, I have to be a man for, because you are worthy of that.  And that’s why I’ve been working so hard to change, Ana.  I do want you, but not like this.  You deserve better and I’m gonna make sure you have it.”

He dropped down to one knee, pulled out a Heathwood Academy Stinger Sticker, and folded it into a ring.  “Will you, Anastasia Adams, give me another shot with you?”  He was giving me that easy smile of his.

For the first time in my life I understood how those girls on television could be so speechless when a guy proposed to them.  I’d always thought I was too cool for that, that I would just give a casual nod and say “sure, why not?” but as I looked at him (and this was no marriage proposal) I could only nod and wipe my eyes—the words wouldn’t come.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I’d be dead soon.











Chapter 27

Wonderland


“So what are these parties like?” I asked, as we pulled onto the winding driveway leading around to the back of my house.

“I’m not going to spoil your first time,” he said grinning.

“Oh, you’re just hilarious,” I said turning pink.  I was glad that it was something we could laugh about.

Again, we were stopped at the gate leading to my front door.  A man dressed in a tuxedo stepped around to the driver’s side window and knocked gently.

Darren rolled it down.

“Invitation please.”

Darren started to reach for his pocket but stopped himself.  “She’s my invitation,” he said nodding in my direction.

“I—Oh, princess, right this way please.  You’ll be taking the front entrance.  Is this young man your date?”

I nodded.  I ignored the images of Tristan that shot through my head.  He’d had his chance.

“Then you may enter through the front door just this once.  You can wait downstairs while the princess is prepped for her entrance.”

He groaned.  “I get to wait while you get ready, some fun.”

I gave him a light punch on the shoulder and he laughed it off.

Inside, I was verbally assaulted by the Elder Witches.  Apparently, I was pretty late.  But when Darren stepped in after me, what was so thoughtless and inconsiderate before, instantly became sweet and adorable.

“Munchkin!” Darren called, and a young red faced girl, ducked behind Mrs. McArthur.

When she reemerged, I saw that it was London’s little sister he’d addressed.  In the seconds she’d spent hiding behind her mother, she had composed herself and spoke with an elegance rivaling the Queen of England.  “Why hello there, Darren.  I hope you’re well.”

After setting off a round of giggles, she took my hand and led me through the house and up to my room where she had already laid out all of her things.  She told me to sit down and started with my makeup.

“I’ve already been down to the ballroom and let…me…tell….you…awesome.  They must feel like you’ve seen enough magick that you won’t like, freak out now because they pulled out all the stops for this one—I should tell you, “like” is my new favorite word.”

“Okay…Is your sister down there?”

Her face soured.  “No, London and my mom got in this like, huge fight about her boyfriend or something.  Anyway, they were calling each other names and throwing stuff and I was so glad daddy was leaving early cause I was like, “take me with you!”

“Did you say boyfriend?”

“Yeah, I caught them kissing once and I was going to tell mom and she’s like, I’ll give you two hundred bucks to keep your mouth shut, and I’m like, Sold!”  She chuckled.  “So I hung out with them for a while.  When I saw his face I was like “Wow!” maybe Darren isn’t the hottest guy in Brighton anymore.  No offense, I know he’s your boyfriend now.  But he was so quiet—snore— and London kept trying to say she that was leaving soon and she’d miss me and I’m just like, you don’t graduate for another nine months, that’s a long time from now.  Chill out with the depression already. So I just went to sleep and dreamt about my future hubby, Nathan Mathalbane.  Oh yeah.”

Hearing about London had set off alarms in my head, especially if her and her mother’s fight had to do with Aiden.  I guessed that Aspen probably wasn’t aware that she was in the company of a vampire.

“Aspen?” said a woman’s voice.  My back was to the door and I’d been too far into my own thoughts to catch who it was.

“Mom, can’t you see I’m in the middle of something.”

“Get your little butt out here right now!”

Aspen dropped her brushes and hurried outside.  A few minutes later she came back, more than a little irritated.  “I seriously don’t get why London couldn’t come.  She’s being a total dictator right now.”

I almost jumped from the chair.  If she’d been caught, then she was going to run away with Aiden tonight.  There was no doubt about it.  I had to see her—but surely she’d come by, wouldn’t she?  To say goodbye?  She had to.  I owed her so much.

“All finished!” Aspen announced.

Aspen spun me around to the mirror, and again, I could hardly believe it was me.  She had done something to give my face an almost silvery sheen to it.  My lashes were full and gorgeous and combined with the grey in my eyes, I looked like something mystical—I thought so, anyway.  She’d put my hair up in a fancy bun.

“Oh I almost forgot,” she said.  She reached into her bag and grabbed something.  She stuck whatever it was onto my forehead.  I leaned closer to the mirror and discovered that it was a piece of crystal.

“I call this look, ‘The Ice Princess.’”  She seemed very proud of herself and though the piece of crystal was a tad over the top, she had every right to be.  That she could make me look like this, it was a testament to her talent.

“What was the look you gave me last time?” I asked her.

She giggled.  “Deer in headlights.”

She gathered her things quickly and darted out of the room, explaining that she needed to get a good spot in the ballroom where she could see everyone’s faces when I arrived.  Helena came in next to drop off my gown, and she gave me a big hug and asked about Tristan. I lied about us doing great and it lit up her face so completely, I didn’t even regret it.

I slipped into my long silver gown and went back to the mirror.  I kept poking myself to make sure this was real.  I was stunning.  I was almost tempted to ask Aspen if she’d simply magic’ed me beautiful.  But remembering she couldn’t yet, I had no other choice but to accept it.  Anastasia Adams cleaned up nicely.

“Tonight is tonight, and tomorrow is tomorrow,” I told myself.  “And that’s how I’m gonna deal with having so little time left.”  Still, the thought made me shiver.

The hallway was empty when I stepped out, and I, despite how confident I felt, could also feel my nerves flickering as I approached the staircase.  Still, I kept my head held high and took the stairs without a moment’s hesitation.  Though, the memory of me falling on my face the last time was very much on my mind.

The gasps echoing around the room were what made me falter.  I had to catch the railing to stay upright.  The Elder Witches, a few of the maids, and Darren stared, some open mouthed as I descended the remainder of the stairs.  My grandmother stepped forward, teary eyed, and wrapped me up in a warm hug.  “Princesses are born, Ana.  And you are a princess.”

I was passed to each of the other Elder Witches next and they each offered a kind word.  Darren’s grandmother had gone for my cheeks again but was shooed off by the others.  London’s mother, always noticeable because of the considerable age difference, came up last, and she apologized for London’s being absent tonight.  I wanted so badly to tell her that she would probably never see her daughter again.

“You…look—Wow.”  Darren had slipped into a tuxedo while I was getting my makeover and he wore it well.  He had a white belt that held what I assumed to be a ceremonial sword.  He pressed his finger against the small piece of crystal on my forehead.  “Oh,” he said flashing a grin.  “I thought it was your hotness button.” He laughed.

“So you don’t think I’m hot normally?”

He stopped laughing.  “This is me pulling my foot out my mouth.”

I laughed.

A white horse was walked in next, with a velvet covered saddle.  “There’s our ride,” Darren said.

“You can’t be serious?”

“Hey, at least I talked them down from the carriage they originally planned on bringing us in with.”

The horse was brought over to us, and we petted it for a few minutes before a man in a tuxedo peeked out of door and waved us forward.  Small white flakes drifted toward us. Was that snow?

Darren mounted the horse and I was lifted onto it so that I was sitting sideways.  I was about to protest, remembering that in the olden times, women had to rides horses like this, but realized it probably had much more to do with preserving my gown than anything else.

The doors flung open and Darren directed us into ballroom to booming applause.  I kept my right arm wrapped tightly around him and waved with my left.  This part felt like something that would never grow old.

The ballroom was breathtaking.  It was literally snowing inside, but thankfully they’d done something to keep the floors from becoming slick.  Huge ice sculptures of overweight penguins and grinning polar bears were scattered between tables and aerial acrobats rolled and twisted on long straps of fabric hanging from the ceiling.  Plates sped across the room, dipping and swerving to avoid people who were standing up or walking around.  I traced them back to the serving table and found people were using their hands to direct the plates.  It truly was unbelievable.

I leaned around Darren and found my mother and Dr. Roberts seated at a long table on a newly elevated portion of the dining room.  Between them stood an enormous velvet chair with gold colored trim that matched the saddle and the wall in my room.  I was beginning to catch on. The velvet and gold combo probably wasn’t a coincidence.  An ordinary chair had been pulled next to it and we stopped in front of it.  I’d started to go straight for my seat, but Darren gently yanked me back down the steps, drawing chuckles from the crowd.  I wondered if they could see my cheeks flush beneath the silvery shine of my makeup.

The host stepped out and announced, “Her royal highness, Anastasia Adams, rightful heir to Merline the first, and princess of the Rasputin line of witches.”

The crowd of at least three hundred all bowed or curtsied and then Darren was introduced as my date.  When no one bowed for him, I stuck my tongue out at him and everyone laughed. The instant the spotlight shifted, I dragged Darren up to our seats.  The host shouted, “That girl’s ready to eat!” and the crowd laughed again.  Once we were seated, everyone else took their seats too. I relaxed a little.  Darren put his hand over mine, and I shot a glance up to my mother who looked surprised, but nonjudgmental.  “Dying” had clearly changed her, I thought to myself with a smile.

We were treated to a fire-show next.  Darren pointed out Chris’s dad and explained that he led this group of guardians.  It became obvious, fairly quickly, that the little butterfly Nathan produced to convince me to believe him about my being a witch was literally child’s play.  These men produced enormous blasts of fire and then carved them into shapes with their control over moving air.  A flaming dragon that stretched out across the entire ceiling was their opening act; it bucked and twisted and swooped down to cause many a nervous gasp.  The dragon then exploded into a thousand tiny butterflies that swished around the room and made me think of the fireflies around the lake the night Tristan revealed our past to me.  I pushed those thoughts away.  The show concluded when Chris’s dad challenged the fiery version of himself to a dance contest.  It was close, Chis’s father had some moves, but once the flamed version started doing some of Michael Jackson’s moves on the table in front of me, it had won the crowd over.

We sang Happy Birthday to my mother after that, and then Dr. Roberts was presented with a plaque honoring his achievements in medicinal magick.  Reading over the award, it was the first time I noticed that they spelled “magic” with a “k” at the end.

Music started up and the host called Darren and I down from our table and over to the middle of the room.  There was a dance floor there.  My nerves flared up again when the host announced that we would be having the first dance.  Darren whispered not to worry, that he would take the lead.

He led me out and did a bow.  I started to curtsy but froze when I heard London’s voice in my head.

“I’m sorry, Ana.  But I’m about to crash this little party of yours.”  And then she showed me what she was going to do.











Chapter 28

Spectacle


I ran straight into the crowd in front of us, shoving my way through until I reached the back door.  I’d hoped to catch her before she got to the entrance, but she met me there.  I looked down at her shirt and recognized immediately that this was no empty threat.  In bright red letters she’d written the words, “vampire lover.”  She’d whitened her face to paleness of a vampire and had drawn on vampire fangs down her chin with lipstick

“Oh good, I already have everyone’s attention.”

I did my best to shield her from everyone behind me.  “London, don’t do this.  Just go.  Just go away and don’t come back.”

“You sound like Aiden.  I’m not leaving ‘til I make good on my promise to help you, Ana.  So far I’ve just messed things up.”

“Then at least go back home,” I pleaded.

“She used the Kora Mortae spell on him, Ana.  She tried to kill him.”  A smug smile reached across her face.  “Lucky for her, that spell doesn’t always work.  Still, I think she could use a little lesson.  If she wants to destroy the thing I love most, then I will destroy the thing she loves the most, her precious career.  Let’s see how mommy explains this to the Elder Witches.”

She pushed past me and I could hear the gasps even before I turned around.  The crowd parted and she moved through them until she was face to face with her mother among the other Elder Witches.

Bethany McArthur was livid, shaking in her chair.  Tears started down her face.  Then, she said something no one expected.  “I’m sorry everyone, it seems the evil has finally reached her brain.  You see, my daughter is a conjurer.”

Shouts and screams filled the room.  London looked back to me, panicked.  I didn’t know what to do, what to say.  Duncan did.  “Everyone’s here, I call for an immediate trial.”

The guardians surrounded London in an instant.  Darren came to my side.  “This is bad, Ana.”

“No!” I shouted to Duncan.  “Leave her alone.  I…I order you to.”

“You do not give me real orders until your twenty fifth birthday,” he shouted back.  “Someone take our princess up to her room, I don’t want her to witness these unpleasantries.”

A guardian grabbed my arm but Darren pushed him away.  “She is allowed to sit in on any criminal proceeding.  We all have that right.”

Duncan shot him a nasty stare but Darren did not back down.

My grandmother stood up next.  “This is a party!  This is hardly the time!  Bethany, surely you cannot want your daughter tried like this?”

Mrs. McArthur met London’s scared eyes and for a moment I thought her maternal side would prevail, that she would drop this entire thing and say it was a lie, an act of anger.  But then her eyes hardened and she buried her face into her hands.  “I’ve tried to protect her for so long.  I can’t bear to see her mind warped by this…diseased magick.  Do it now, get it over with.”

“What’s going on?”  It was Aspen.  She must have been outside for most of this.  I started to tell her, but when she looked around, she understood for herself.

“Dr. Roberts, perform the tests,” Duncan ordered.  “You can use the space outside the ballroom if you’d like.”

As the guardians seized London, Aspen lost it.  She tried to run to her sister but was swept aside by one of the guardians.  Realizing the futility of that effort, she ran over to her mother’s table.  “You told them didn’t you?  How…how could you do this?  I hate you…I will never forgive you for this.  I hope you die!”  She ran crying and her father scooped her up.  He shook his head in utter disbelief as he stared at his wife.  For Mrs. McArthur, having lost her entire family in the span of minutes had finally cracked the vengeful anger that had walled her off from the reality of what she was doing.  She dropped her head onto the table and began to sob loudly.  Darren’s grandmother reached over to comfort her.

It might have ended there had Duncan not pressed on.  My grandmother seemed too shaken to fight him, perhaps because she was hiding the fact that I was conjurer too, which was terrible because I was certain that she was the only person who could stop him.  It only took a couple of minutes for Dr. Roberts to confirm what I already knew to be true.  I had hoped he might lie for her, but given this was such a public thing, I understood that that option wasn’t a very realistic one.  Even with Aspen’s words to her mother, it hadn’t been until people heard it from Dr. Roberts that they turned on London.  Fear had taken over.  They called for an immediate sentencing.  There were calls for her death by more than a few people.  It gave me chills.

I felt so helpless.  I was some kind of princess, being brought in on a white horse to sit on a velvet throne and for what?  I couldn’t do a thing to help her.  Thankfully, Darren was becoming the man he set out to be right before my eyes.  When no one else would, he volunteered to defend her.

Duncan just laughed—but it wasn’t for very long.  Darren knew his stuff.  Every time Duncan presented an argument that made it seem impossible not to kill her, Darren would counter successfully.  Finally, when it appeared that Duncan was running out of steam, Darren asked for a second opinion on the tests done to confirm London was a conjurer.  Visibly weary of tonight’s proceedings, the Elder Witches quickly accepted.  And since there were no others present who could do the tests, the sentencing would have to be postponed.

Aiden burst into the ballroom, flashing his elongated canine teeth.  The guardians reacted slowly, which I was sure was due to the fact that until this point, they had never thought it possible to see a vampire inside of Brighton.  In their confusion, London ran to him, but the group of guardians who’d participated in the fire-show spread out to block their exit.

Aiden pulled London close.

“Attack!”Duncan shouted.

“You will do no such thing!” shouted my grandmother.  The guardians who had been most ready to act had just barely stopped themselves.  I was so glad that my grandmother snapped out of the daze she’d been in.  “Do you really mean to strike them down in front of a room with children?  We have ordered that a second round of tests be done, and until that time, the girl is to be considered one of us, as she always has.  And you Duncan, are hereby relieved of your duties.  Your actions have been reckless to say the least.”

“You do not have the authority to relieve me,” Duncan snickered.  “Now atta—“

“Then I relieve you,” said my mother standing up.  “As my daughter’s representative, and on her behalf.”

My mother’s inclusion in this public demotion hit Duncan hard.  He had been her personal guardian her entire life and now she too had turned on him.  The fight seemed to leave him all at once.

My grandmother extended her hand.  “Come London, I promise that no harm will come to him once you have stepped away.  You have my word.”

I saw London search her mind. She must have decided that it was okay because she was stepping away from Aiden.  That’s when I heard Nathan’s voice.

“Gotcha vampire trash.  Kora Mortae!”

Hearing those two words made me jump.  I turned my head just in time to see London step back over to Aiden to calm him down.  Only, she fell before she ever got the chance.

“Just as well!” Nathan shouted. “Filthy conjurer.”

I took Nathan by the shoulders. “How could you do that?”

His eyes became wide and childlike again.  “But Ana, she’s a conjurer.  They’re evil, just like vampires!”

I shook myself free of the daze Nathan’s words had sent me into and ran to London’s body, dropping to my knees beside her.  She was holding her chest, staring up at me with confused eyes.  She grabbed my hand.   Her mother joined me there beside her and kept apologizing.

“I remember,” she thought, projecting her voice into my mind.  And then she took her last breath.

I couldn’t accept it.  I wouldn’t.  “I can bring her back.  I’ve done it before.”  That’s what I kept telling them as they kept trying to pull me away.  I took her hand, just as I’d done for my mom and I willed her to live.  I sat there and eventually they gave up on pulling me away. I kept trying, again and again.  And every time, the answer was still “no.”











Chapter 29

Time


It was my mother’s touch that brought me out of my hysterics—the kind that only a mother could give, the kind that seems to speak calm into you.  I stood up, ignoring the shocked faces surrounding me.  “You’ve tried,” she whispered in my ear.

She led me through the crowd.  Remembering Aiden, I turned around, but it seemed he had accepted her fate long before I had.  I wasn’t sure if anyone had gone after him or not, because everyone here was focused on me.  I’d made it pretty obvious as to how my mother’s “miracle” had come about and I could hear “conjurer” being whispered in people’s minds.  The unwavering support I enjoyed with them had dimmed, there was uncertainty in their eyes now.

My mother led me up to my room and tucked me into my bed.  She kissed my forehead and left without saying a word.  Helena came in a short time later to ask if I needed anything, and after she left it was my grandmother’s turn.

“It just doesn’t seem fair that you should have to endure so much in the span of a week,” she said.

“I haven’t endured anything,” I replied.  “My mother’s alive, I’m still alive, London’s dead.  That could have been me down there.  We’re the same, we’ve made the same choices.  That could have been me.”

My grandmother was taken aback by that comment.  “What choices have you—“

“You know what choice,” I interrupted.  “Tristan.”

And that’s when he appeared on my balcony.  He pushed open the glass door, his face worried.  “Aiden told me what happened.  You can’t stay here Ana. The pain of losing London has made him give up.  It’s just easier to separate himself from his emotions, to let the monster take back control.  He blames you Ana, for not bringing her back.  He will hunt you.”

My grandmother was speechless, but that didn’t stop him from addressing her next.

“He knows her scent.  We have to move her.  If she stays here, then he’ll return with an army of vampires to get to her.  But if she’s gone, then he’ll prefer to travel alone, he can move faster that way.  I know how his mind works.”

My grandmother looked between the both of us a couple of times before her gaze settled on Tristan.  “You killed my daughter.  Those were your bite marks on her neck—admit it once and for all.  TELL ME THE TRUTH!”

I could tell the memory had hurt him.  “They were mine.  But if you had just let her leave, then she wouldn’t have been so desperate… How many times did she beg you?”

Her eyes were teary now.  “You know nothing!  And now you’ve come for her niece.  Why?  Because they look the same?  How dare you!”

“We don’t have time for this!” he shouted.  “He could be out there right now, making his decision.  And if he determines that he needs an army, do you think the vampires will stop once they’ve stormed this mansion?  They will keep murdering until your entire haven is dead.”

“I’ll go!” I said standing up.  I couldn’t bear the thought of that happening because of me.

Tristan made a move to pick me up and my grandmother raised her hand to him.  “Touch her and I will kill you where you stand.”

I ran into his arms and shielded his chest.  “Then you’ll have to kill me first.  Nobody else dies.  Nobody.”

My grandmother put her hand down slowly, her face wrought with emotion.  “She’s not Aleksandra!” she called as I backed Tristan onto the balcony.

“No more lies!” I shouted back.  Tears were running down my cheeks.  “You know that I am.”

And Tristan took me into the night.

********************

Tristan was eager to drop me off to free himself to go after Aiden.  So, there hadn’t been any time to confront him about what I’d learned.  Not that my mind was together enough for that talk right now.  Tonight had been so utterly terrible, it was all I could do not to burst into tears.  I couldn’t bear to hear any more bad news.

I knocked only once before Taylor opened the door.  Despite my feeling out of sorts, my story must have been convincing because she hugged me on sight.  She brought me inside and sat me down on her living room sofa, insisting I tell her everything.  I stretched out the quick lie I’d given her on the payphone; I told her how my grandmother and I had had a big argument, and that my mother had taken her side, which made me feel so alone that I had to get out of there.

“Well, Daddy’s got some conference this weekend so you can stay here for the next two days.  Just try not to go outside too much during the day.  We’ve got nosy neighbors.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate this Taylor.  You have no idea.”

Having left to get something out of the kitchen, she popped her head back into the living room.  “Don’t you worry a bit, that’s what best friends are for, right?  Besides, you have to hear what happened at Applebee’s….  Oh, and Darren called just after you did, I told him you were on your way over.  You weren’t avoiding him or anything were you?”

“No, that’s fine.”  His coming over here meant that he would be safe.

I kept seeing London’s face in my head.  It had all happened so fast.  My hands were still shaking.  What had she remembered?  I shook my head and looked around the room for a distraction.

“Hey?  You rode bulls?”

She popped her head back into the living room again, beaming.  “Yeah.  I used to race horses, too.”

She deserted whatever she’d been doing in the kitchen and disappeared into the hallway, reappearing after a minute with a photo album in hand.  She plopped down beside me and opened it up.  We laughed at shots of her tiny frame on top of such large horses.  She paused for a moment on a photograph in which she was standing next to an older version of herself, smiling a gap-toothed smile and tugging at her overalls.  Taylor smiled as she ran her finger around the woman’s face.

“Is that your mother?”

“Yeah, she’s so awesome.  She’s the one that got me started with riding.  I miss her something awful.  She would do these magic tricks—she could make fire dance in her hands or she’d leave a little snow man on my dresser in the middle of summer.  I would beg her to show me how she did them so I could show off at school, but all she would ever say was, “When you’re old enough, I’ll show you.”  Taylor laughed.  “So every year on my birthday, til I was like twelve, I’d ask her if I was old enough and she’d just be like, “Nope not yet.”  I think when I turn sixteen this December, I’m gonna call and ask her again as a joke.”

Taylor’s mom is a witch.  It hit me so suddenly that I was surprised I didn’t say it out loud.  Her father’s moving her up here didn’t seem like such a coincidence anymore.  Was he a warlock?  My mind raced with possibilities and I wondered why they hadn’t told her.  I just smiled.  “I have a feeling she might say yes this year.”

She gave me an odd look. “You think so?”

There was a knock at the door and Taylor jumped up to answer.  She took a quick look through the peephole and then waved me over.  She opened the door and I heard Darren asking for me.  Hearing his voice brought me back to the reality of what had transpired tonight.

“She’s right here.  Aww, look at you all concerned about her.”

She pulled me in front of her and Darren hugged me in the doorway.  “How are you?  I know it’s been a… rough night.”

“I’m dealing.”

“Taylor, do you mind if we have some privacy?” he asked.  “We need to talk.”

She eyed him skeptically.  “You guys can have the front room.  But make sure that talking is all you guys do.  We watch TV on that couch.”

As soon as she was gone, Darren set in on me with questions.

“Why in the world did you come here?  You didn’t even tell anyone.”

“I just thought that Aiden might be looking for me.  I didn’t think that he would guess to look for me here.”

“Did you know?  What he was, I mean.”

I started to lie, but stopped myself.  “You shouldn’t be so quick to judge her.”

“You can’t be serious!  Ana, she brought a vampire to our school.  She’s always been wild but this is just too far.  I defended her, but honestly, she brought this all on herself.  Being a conjurer isn’t something you can help, but to go and fall in love with one of those monsters on top of that?  It’s indefensible.”

I could only stare, stunned that he could be thinking about all of that now.  “Darren she’s dead!  How can you just sit there— I want you to leave.”

Now he was stunned.  “What?”

“Just leave!” I shouted at him.

This brought Taylor back into the living room. “Is everything alright?”

Another knock sounded on the door.  “That was fast,” Taylor said.  “Normally the pizza guy takes forever.”  She dug some money out of her pocket and then pulled the door open.  “Aiden?”

Before I could react, Taylor had been thrown backwards into the living room, crashing into a bookcase and landing on the floor, where she remained.  Darren sent a streak of fire toward the front door and, taking my waist, he rushed me into the hallway, then into what appeared to be a spare bedroom.

“Get down!” he shouted.  I ducked down on the other side of the bed and Darren took up a defensive position between me and the doorway.  His hands were on fire.

But Aiden came through the window from outside, catching both of us completely off guard.  I rolled underneath the bed; where, for a few minutes, I was taken back to the first time a vampire had come after me.

I could hear things crashing.  I could see the light given off from the bright blazes Darren was producing.  And for a while, I thought Darren might be winning, until I saw him slam into the floor in front of me.  The sight made me yelp and I tried to pull him under the bed with me.

Aiden turned the entire bed over.

“Ana?  Are you still here?”  It was Tristan.

“I’m in here,” I called desperately.  “Aiden’s got us trapped.”

Aiden bared his fangs and lunged for my neck but was knocked out of the air by Tristan.  They fought, moving so impossibly fast that I had no idea what was happening.  Only when I saw Aiden fall did they ever stop.  Over and over again Tristan seemed to get the best of him, and I could begin to see bruises on Aiden’s face.  He was getting frustrated and it was taking longer for him to get back to his feet.

As Darren began to stir on the other side of the room, the two of them came to a stop again, although this time it seemed as though Aiden had struck out after me, only to be cut off by Tristan.  Still, he was only an arm’s length away and I had to drop down to the floor, out of his reach, to avoid being snatched up.

Darren got to his feet and for a moment he seemed confused by what was happening, but then I saw his jaw set.  I understood too late what Darren must be seeing; two vampires only inches away from me.  His eyes took up a determined stare and he streaked a fiery inferno toward us.  It was high enough that I, still on my knees, had no chance of being struck but I knew it was meant for both vampires, not just Aiden.

Aiden didn’t move at first and I had a moment’s hope that maybe he would bear the worst of Darren’s attack, but at the last possible moment he dropped to the floor. Before I had time enough to form the warning in my throat, Tristan, who had had his view of the blast blocked by Aiden, took the full force of it into his chest.  It exploded upon impact, and sent him backwards, head first, into the wall, leaving a large dent.

I crawled over to him and did my best to put out the flames on his charred clothing.  His chest was black and smoking and his eyes were vacant.

“No,” I breathed.

“Ana, what are you doing?  Get away from that thing!” Darren shouted.  But he should have been more concerned about the vampire he’d missed.  Aiden appeared in front of him and slammed his fist into Darren stomach.  He fell over in a heap, and began to groan loudly.  I’d seen enough doctor shows to know that from the force of that blow he had to be bleeding internally.

Aiden relaxed now, even offering me a smile as he turned around.  But again, it wasn’t anything reassuring.  The anger and aggression that always swam near the surface of his features had taken over now, and there was no trace of anything human in Aiden.  He was a predator and I his prey, and there was nothing now to keep him from me.

Oddly, he spoke casually when he addressed me.  “Move away from him.”

“No,” I replied.  “If I do, you’ll just keep hurting him.”

That made him lose his cool.  “Do it now!” he shouted, baring his fangs.

Trembling, I shifted over a few inches.  Suddenly, he was there in front of me.  He grabbed a handful of my shirt and I screamed.  With a flick of his wrist, he tossed me up over his shoulder and I landed awkwardly on my side, pain exploding in my left arm.

This was it.  I was about to die.  I waited for him to appear, and I imagined how he might taunt me before going through with it.  I prayed it would be quick.  If there was some of the old Aiden left inside him then maybe he wouldn’t make me suffer.

But the attack never came.  Confused, I let myself roll onto my back and then turned my head to find him.  Terror ripped through my body.  I saw now why he hadn’t attacked. Darren, Tristan, and Taylor all lay at his feet, and he glared at me with such hatred that I found myself trembling again.

“I resisted killing you,” he seethed, barely keeping himself together.  “London would be so proud of me.  In fact, I’ve decided to let you live—but these two,” he said pointing at Darren and Tristan.  “One of them will die tonight.”

“Aiden please…  Please don’t do this.”

“Then you should have brought her back!” he shouted.  “You should have saved her.  That’s why she stayed.  We’d decided to leave days ago, but she insisted that she could help you.  She just knew the answer would be inside one of those old books.”  He smiled angrily.  “Well now you get to live my pain.  You will choose who lives.”

I couldn’t breathe.  “No…”

He continued.  “This one led me to you.  I remembered seeing the two of you sitting together at lunch, so when I saw his car speeding away from the mansion I had a hunch as to where he was headed. When I saw the two of you embrace, I knew you cared about him.”  He laughed again.  “We both know how Tristan feels about you.  How soft he’s become because of you.  So…choose.”

I shook my head, refusing to answer.

“Choose!” he screamed, a snarl in his voice now.

“I can’t.  I won’t.  Please Aiden, I tried.  I really did.  I wanted to save her.  I kept trying and trying—Please,” I begged.  “Don’t make me do this.”

I don’t think he heard a word I said.  He was looking at Taylor now, his lips forming an even more sickening smile.  “I was going to save her for my other appetites now that London is gone, but it seems you need a little push.  If you do not choose immediately, I will suck her dry, and ask again.  If you still choose not to answer, then I will simply kill them both and then you.  Choose.”

“K-kill me instead,” I squeaked.  I’m the one you’re angry with.”

Ignoring my plea, he dropped to the floor and tilted back Taylor’s head.  He eyed me as he reared back his head and I knew it was now or never.  Time stopped, and I had to choose between my past and my future, guaranteeing at least one of them a certain death.

“Darren.”

He looked surprised.  “To live or die?”

“To live.  Darren has to live.”

He laughed so loudly it echoed in the hallway.  “Don’t you see Tristan?” he said to his friend’s motionless body.  “No matter how much we love them, they will always choose their own kind over us.  If London had chosen to leave with me, instead of trying to help her, then she would be alive today.”

I covered my face.  I was so helpless.

“You have chosen Darren, and for that you get to watch him die.”  He started to laugh.  “And look, he’s still conscious. You’ll get to hear him scream too.”

He appeared beside Darren in a flash and I shouted the first thing I could think of.  “Kora Mortae!”

Shock crept over Aiden’s face and he lifted his eyes to me.  He seemed to regard me differently now, possibly sensing me as a threat.  He lunged from across the room, landing on top of me.  Pinning my arms down, his eyes bore into my neck and his canines extended.  I could feel his heart beating into my stomach.  I closed my eyes and shouted same two words, over and over again, bracing for the pain of his teeth piercing my flesh—bracing for death.

“Ana?” he spoke.

My eyes opened, and I saw Aiden for the first time.  Not Aiden the predator, or even the Aiden I’d come to know prior to London’s death.  The monster was gone—there was only a broken hearted boy staring back at me.

“Thank you,” he breathed, and his eyes looked off into someplace I couldn’t see.  I realized that I could no longer feel his heart beat.

With a shove, he fell away from me.   And I cried for him.  For London.  And what I’d just done.











Chapter 30

Guilty


Three days had passed since I’d seen another person’s face—well, aside from the guardian who brought me my food twice a day.  At any given moment, I knew there were literally hundreds of people just across the short hall, packed into the Council Room, but they might as well be on Mars as far I was concerned.  I’d gotten my first glimpse of the enormous and elaborately decorated room when I was presented to them, not five minutes after returning home.   The silence that greeted me that day was deafening.  Chris’s dad, positioned at a podium near the front, was the only one to speak, and it wasn’t a glad to have you back.  He announced that I was being formally charged with crimes against nature, for both being and concealing a conjurer, for concealing a vampire, conspiracy to mislead the public—he continued naming charges, but it was at that moment that I noticed the Elder Witches, my grandmother in particular, with their arms bound behind them, down in the front row.  I was able to meet her worried eyes for just a second before I felt my own arms being jerked painfully behind me, my own wrists being tied together.  And then all hell broke loose.  People were on their feet, faces filled with anger, some screaming at the top of their lungs, both at me and at the Elder Witches down in the front row.  Chris’s dad tried to calm them down, but it was a futile attempt.  It wasn’t until a ball of fire exploded into existence mere inches from my face that the guardians decided it a good idea to pull me out of the room. They carried me across the hall to the bare windowless room where I’d listened to Mrs. Moorer be taunted by my grandmother through some boy’s cell phone, where a recently deceased friend of mine had first contacted me with her mind.

I could still hear them across the hall sometimes, and though I was sure it was nothing I wanted to hear, I still found myself thankful for a reminder that the outside world hadn’t ceased to exist.  The hours of solitude could be unbearable at times, and it was maddening to have no way of knowing whether or not the people I cared about were okay.  Questions and worries floated around the room, taking turns with their attacks, mocking the futility of my existence.  I was scared for my grandmother, seeing her bound like that had shaken me more than anything else about this ordeal.  If she wasn’t in control, then who was?  What would happen to her?  Or my mother—would she be guilty by association?  Then I would think about Taylor, wondering how badly she’d been hurt by Aiden.  Again, someone else was suffering for an attack meant for me—I should never have gone to her house in the first place.  And, of course, I worried about the boys who’d fought to protect me.  There hadn’t been time to hide Tristan properly, Darren and Taylor had been hurt too badly to wait, so I just moved him into a closet and hoped for the best.  The guardians arrived within minutes of my phone call; though looking back, it was probably because they were already out looking to arrest me.  Both Tristan and Darren had been hurt so badly, they could both be dead if I was being completely honest with myself.  My mother said that I was the eternal optimist, but even I was finding it immensely difficult to stay positive at the moment.  Every single person I cared about was in some kind of trouble, and as much as I wished otherwise, it seemed impossible, even to me, that all of them could come through this unscathed.

Two were already dead.

My dreams were my only escape.  I was still visited by new memories of Tristan whenever I drifted into slumber, and for a time the world would become magical again, and I’d be reminded of why it was I felt so strongly about him.  I tried to resist the dreams at first—I hadn’t chosen to save Tristan, so it didn’t feel right to have him come to my rescue via a memory.  But was it a choice, really?  I was going to die in a matter of months, and if Tristan was still alive when I did, then he was going to end his own life.  Darren still had a chance for a family, a life, a future—if that blow from Aiden hadn’t killed him already.  But my willpower could only take so much, being awake was both painful and exhausting, and after the first night’s blissful reprieve, I found myself trying to sleep as much as possible.  I would take naps as often as my body would allow, only to be upset with myself once I awoke at how easily I abandoned everyone and everything to disappear into some fairytale fantasy land.

They came for me on the third night.  There was no warning and no knock, just a dozen or so guardians storming into the room.  One of them pulled me onto my feet, and with the help of another, he began to drag me forcibly out of the room.  I shouted to them that they were hurting me but they didn’t seem to hear me.  I was being pulled, stumbling after them, not into the Council Room, but through the house and into the ballroom where I could see torches lit up out past the gardens through the large window panels.

Hundreds had gathered outside the mansion, as silent as if it were a funeral they were attending.  They were split into two groups, with three quarters of those present belonging to the larger crowd of people.  I found my family and friends standing in front of the smaller gathering.  My grandmother began to weep the moment she saw me, leaning into the arms of my mother, who was ever the strong woman.  My mother met my gaze with an expression familiar to me.  It was the look she used to give me when I was much younger, when I’d possessed a genuine fear of monsters being in my closet or beneath my bed.  It was the look that said not to be afraid.  Only, her needing to give me those comforting eyes now only succeeded in making me more afraid.  Why had they brought me out here?  Darren and Taylor were next to them, and for a moment the fear was muted by an overwhelming relief to see that both of them were okay.  Still, the pity in both their eyes, Taylor’s mixed with what looked like complete disbelief, confirmed my fears.  Something terrible was about to happen.

Whispers broke out when the guardians released my arms, causing me to fall forward onto my knees.  It wasn’t until I looked up again that I saw the instrument of death I recognized instantly.  A stake.

Duncan was standing in front of it, his eyes as fierce as ever.  Hatred radiated out of them as he commanded me to stand.  Trembling, I did as he asked.

“Princess,” he started, his deep voice ringing in the night air.   “You have been declared guilty, by the people gathered here today, of treason.  You have consorted with vampires and a confirmed conjurer, both enemies of witchfolk the world over.  On top of that, you have yourself been confirmed a conjurer.  Your accomplices have been rounded up, having each been declared guilty for aiding in your crimes.  As tradition holds, there can only be one course of action for crimes this egregious, the most severe of our punishments.  Your accomplices, in accordance with their own sentences, will be forced to watch.  You, princess, have been sentenced to death by fire.”

That got a reaction.  Murmurs started at first, followed by full on shouts—protests by members of the smaller crowd.  My supporters.  Their own accusations of treason were making several in the larger crowd visibly uneasy, and they began to talk amongst themselves.

But who cares about how uncomfortable they were.  I was the one about to die.  This was it—all that I would ever do had already happened.  It wasn’t the fear so much that filled my eyes with tears, but bitter disappointment.  So much of my life I’d spent sheltered away from having normal experiences, an effort to protect me from the vampires that hunted me.  And in this moment of weakness, I felt the old resentments toward my mother sprouting up again.  Then, to be told that I only had months to live, well that seemed like a cruel joke.  But there was hope even then; I could still make this life something memorable in my remaining time, something fantastic, to leave my mark on the world.  What was left now?

“We shall now commence with the final arguments,” Duncan announced.  He moved closer to the crowds, stopping once he was equally close to both of them.

“Fellow citizens!” he shouted.  “It was never our intention to disrupt the natural order of things—these laws which have governed our kind since the beginning.  But once it was discovered that those in power had chosen to deceive us about something as basic as our own security, we had to act.  They told us our borders were safe, that no harm could come to us so long as we remained within the safety of our “safe” haven.  All the while, we’ve been very much in danger.  Our children, tucked into their beds at night have been very much in danger.  Our beloved heir, whom we welcomed back with open arms, whom I escorted back here personally, has deceived us!  Vampires!  The very same creatures that have victimized our brothers and sisters outside the havens for hundreds of years, that have left a trail of grief and despair unequaled in the whole history of the world, allowed to walk freely among us, while those in power told us that we were paranoid to suspect anything.  Our interrogation of Helena Bohnam has revealed that not only was our princess well aware of their presence here, but that she’s left with them on numerous occasions.  Days after a vampire kills her mother for all natural purposes, she’s become chummy with their kind.”

“But I do not fault her entirely.  Her actions, I’m sure, could not be helped.  You see she is a confirmed conjurer.  We’ve all heard the stories as children.  We all saw how the evil twisted London McArthur’s mind.  I’m sure, in fact, that it’s done irreparable damage to our heir’s as well. The vampires recognized the evil in her soul, perhaps they even bonded over that common attribute.  This unnatural alliance is what led her to invite predators into our haven, to use her disgusting black magick to weaken the old magicks that keep the vampires out.  But our kind have persevered this treachery.  We have sniffed out this plot to bring down our haven and this traitorous girl must be punished for this most terrible of betrayals.  The conjurer must die!”

The shouts that went up from the larger crowd sent chills down my spine.  These were the very same people who would cheer anytime I entered a room, and now they all wanted me dead.  Duncan had fed them of some kind of conspiracy theory and they had all lapped it up.  Already angry and afraid, I found myself hating them for it.

Darren stepped up next and Duncan began to chuckle.  “Now we get to hear from a boy who’s so wrapped up in “puppy” love he can’t see the forest through the trees.”

Snickers sounded.  Darren glared at Duncan.

“If I may, I’d like to speak on Ms. Adams’s behalf.”  The voice had come from the larger crowd.

There was shock on nearly everyone’s faces once they’d turned to find that it was Mrs. Moorer that had spoken.  Duncan’s too.  Darren looked to my mother and she nodded.  My mother was the take charge type—as a single mother on the run, she’d had to be.  She was also terrific at putting a plan together, so it was no surprise that people were looking to her for leadership in this.  She could have had Mrs. Moorer planted there, just to have this effect when she spoke up for me.  But even if this wasn’t planned, it was probably for the better; Duncan had certainly destroyed Darren’s credibility with the shot he’d just taken at him.

Mrs. Moorer took the spot directly beside Duncan and began to speak.  “Let me begin by saying that regardless of what I’ve alleged in the past, there is only proof of one vampire having ever been within our haven’s borders—London’s vampire, the very same vampire later found dead, killed by the very girl you hold accountable for his being here.  Why, if there was some great collusion between Ms. Adams and the vampire, would her friends have been injured in what was so obviously a fight?  But even if that logic wasn’t so terribly insulting, there is the fact every schoolmate—every single one—swears that London and Anastasia hated one another.  The guardians outside the house said the two were arguing after the “infamous” community service trip.  Does trying to revive a dead schoolmate make you an accomplice in their concealing a vampire?  Locking Helena Bohnam in a cellar for two days as you badger her into saying something you can use—is that evidence?  None of these charges would stand up in a traditional trial.  Open your eyes people!  There is only one reason that we are here tonight, and that’s because Ms. Adams has been confirmed a conjurer.  Duncan, like so many before him, has used one fact and a cloud of “maybes” to play upon the fears of the many.  It seems no one has mentioned that a haven sans an heir and Chief Advisor falls to the Chief Guardian to inherit.  So please, let us address these fears.”

“I, like many here, was taught to fear and loathe conjurers, and my deceased grandparents are among the most loving people I’ve known.  “Conjurers are evil,” they told me, “worse than any three vampires.” Strong opinions given the fact that neither of them had ever come across a conjurer in their lifetimes.  I suspect that this history is very similar to that of most of the people gathered here tonight.  And yet, something happened to me the night London McArthur died.  I watched a conjurer with everything to lose, risk it all to save another.  I sat there, watching her try again and again and I found myself thinking, how can something evil perform an act so selfless?  So I tried to compare what I was seeing with what else I knew about conjurers, discovering that when I really thought about it, there was nothing to compare it with—nothing I knew for certain—the sum of my knowledge being what I’d heard from others.  I teach both math and history at Heathwood, and I’m always pointing out to my students that throughout man’s history, the simple act of prejudice has led to terrible injustices and unspeakable atrocities—never realizing until that night that I had fallen into the very same trap.  Ms. Adams’s being here is not a curse, but rather a gift, a chance to put to rest all of the myths surrounding our conceptions of what conjurer’s actually are.  What we do here will affect what our children do in the future.  And haven’t we already seen what can become of a child that is taught to hate blindly?  Isn’t one senseless death too many?”

I’d like to say that the skill with which Mrs. Moorer had penetrated Duncan’s wildly bogus accusations (London’s idea to play enemies, though equally dishonest, had helped) or that the passion with which she spoke about giving me a real chance had really made a difference.  That people had really considered her words and thought them over carefully.  But they didn’t.  Not one person changed sides.  Not one.  This was real life, I reminded myself, and as close as my life had come to resemble a fairytale in the past, it most assuredly wasn’t.

“The people have spoken,” Duncan announced triumphantly.  “Tie her to the post.”

Several members of the smaller crowd surged forward then but were headed off by the fifty or so guardians present.  I saw three of them take Darren down forcibly and I called out to him to stop resisting so the men would stop hitting him.  But he wouldn’t stop, none of them did, and the guardians met their unyielding spirit with brutal force, despite Duncan’s calls to use caution.

I closed my eyes to shut it all out, to block out the thoughts of being literally set on fire, but when I felt two sets of hands lift me up, I reacted.  I fought against them, manically, twisting and kicking my feet as much as I could.  If those few supporters could fight for me, then I could at least fight for my own life.  Even if it was a losing battle.

I felt the stiff wood slam into my back, and the pain ended my personal revolt.  Ropes wrapped around me and I saw Duncan taking the torch from Chris’s dad a few feet away.  I was shaking, even through the ropes, and the sounds of people’s voices filled my head.  I was hearing their thoughts but it was all muddled together and sounded like static.  This couldn’t be the end…it just couldn’t.  Not like this.

Duncan thrust the flaming torch into the air and all efforts to resist slowly came to a stop.  This was it.  They’d failed.  I was about to die.  I watched him toss the torch into the air and followed it with my eyes until it hit the stacks of wood beneath my feet.  The fire shot up in front of me and I shut my eyes.

Only, the pain never came.  I opened my eyelids to find Tristan’s depthless green eyes staring back at me, and for a moment I thought I might be dead already, that Tristan had never made it out of that closet, and impossibly, he was waiting for me… in heaven—until I heard the pain in his voice.

“I’m going… to get you free,” he whispered into my face. That snapped me back into reality.

Tristan’s arms were wrapped tightly around me, his body the only thing keeping the fire from reaching mine. The flames hadn’t spread beyond the area being shielded off by Tristan and I could feel his hands working at the ropes behind me.  Every second that passed, the flames lashed away at his back.  I begged him to hurry, before we both met our ends on this stake.

Finally, I felt the ropes around me begin to give way, and I wiggled myself free enough to help him.  Once the ropes fell away, he grabbed hold of me and leapt backwards, away from the fire that suddenly swallowed up the stake.

Tristan was too injured to land cleanly.  We ended up sprawled out on the grass.  He’d landed on his stomach and I crawled over to him.  His back and legs were black and raw and smoke lifted off of him.

I had just reached him when the first streaks of fire lit up the field.  Even now they tried to kill us and something in me snapped.  I’d had enough.  I jumped to my feet and with a wave of my hand the streaks vanished in midflight.  I wasn’t sure how I knew that I could make them go away, but I did.  I also realized that I had been the one to keep the fire from lighting the stake up completely.

One or two of the guardians prepared for another volley when a woman’s voice rang out across the field. “Enough.”

A hooded figure had appeared in front of me, addressing the wall of guardians and scattered witchfolk beyond them.  “It has come to Daemon’s attention that the witches in this haven have decided to revolt.  I am here to advise you to do otherwise.  If by chance you do not heed this warning, this haven will be destroyed, as the treaty entitles us to do.”

Duncan stepped forward.  “Who do you think you are?”

“I am the seventh, Surya.  Acting commander of the second army.”

“Army?” Duncan scoffed.  “What army?”

The cloaked figure put up her hand, holding something to the moonlight that shimmered. In groups of ten and twenty they began to appear beyond the scattered witchfolk, and they kept coming until the entire field was blanketed by cloaked figures.  There had to be a thousand of them.

With the cloaked woman’s help, Tristan struggled up to his feet and the cloaked figures all dropped to their knees.  “It’s time you all knew the truth,” he announced.  “The witches lost the war.  I am the one who keeps the vampires out of Brighton, not some silly spell.  Your leaders have only done as the leaders before them agreed to do when the treaty that ended the war was written.  So go home to your children.  You have my personal assurance that you will not be harmed.  But here this, never attempt to hurt this girl again or I swear there will be hell to pay.”

Stunned, the crowd began to disperse, many casting nervous glances at the sea of vampires behind them.  Some came over to me instead, the majority being the supporters whose loyalty towards me had never wavered.  Others offered their apologies, insisting they’d been pressured into siding with Duncan.

Tristan kept them all at an arm’s distance before finally giving up.  He swept me up into his arms and leapt to my balcony.  Again, the landing was anything but smooth; he was still hurt, and winced noticeably.  He took me into my room, and let me down onto my own feet.  I stared into those green eyes and knew everything he wanted to say, I could feel the words.  Written into the relief in his eyes and the parting of lips was a reminder, telling me once again that I was the most precious thing in his world.  But I wasn’t sure if he knew…

“Tristan…I killed him.”

“I know, Ana.”  He was working hard to keep the sorrow from his face now, but his eyes weren’t capable of lying. Not to me.

“I’m sorry, so sorry—“

“I know you, Ana.  You don’t have to explain anything—you did what you had to.  What matters is that you’re alright.  As long as you’re safe, then I have a reason to go on.”

We had a connection, him and me, and even if my part in it wasn’t truly my own, we were both hurting inside, and being together helped immensely.  It was as though our souls could actually reach out and heal the other’s.  I put my arms around him and we shared a private moment of quiet, safety, and more than anything, relief.  If he truly wished me dead then I would be.  But being that I wasn’t, I couldn’t help but feel like I should have known that already.

It wasn’t until I’d released him that I noticed the cloaked figure on my balcony. Tristan’s face saddened once he’d turned to see what had drawn my attention.

“I have to go now, but I’ll be back soon.”

I nodded.  “Okay.”

He started towards the door but stopped short of it, a faint smile on his face now.  “Maybe the next time you discover that you can control fire, you can keep me from getting burned too.”

My emotions were swirling around inside me. Just because Tristan wasn’t angry with me didn’t mean I wasn’t angry with myself. “Thank you,” I said.  It felt like so little given the fact that he’d just risked his life to save me.  Me, the girl he loved more than anything.  Even after I’d killed his oldest friend in the world.

He nodded and then stepped out onto the balcony, where he exchanged a few words with the cloaked figure. In the next instant, both had vanished.

Adrenaline still coursed through my arteries and I didn’t know what to do with myself now that I was alone.  After pacing around my room for a few minutes, I gave up on calming down and decided to search out my family and friends.

My mother met me just inside my door.  I was swallowed up into another hug, and felt others latch on:  my grandmother, poor Helena (who I could never blame for her admissions), and Taylor (who, I reminded myself, I needed to have a long talk with).  Someone tripped, and with each of us so tangled up, everyone but my grandmother ended up on the floor, laughing. My grandmother found it particularly funny, as she was the only one to manage staying upright.  I felt myself finally begin to relax with the people I cared about so near and safe.  Somehow, everyone had made it through this second nightmare.  But where was Darren?

Right on cue, he stepped into room my next.  There were bruises along the sides of his face and neck, and his shirt was ripped.  When I met his eyes, everything slowed down.  There was only he and I in that fraction of a second, and he stepped into the room and threw his arms around me.  I wasn’t sure who had been the one to suggest giving us some privacy but I was grateful.  He began to kiss me the way that I’d only seen in movies—that kiss you give to that special someone after beating impossible odds.  Only, once our lips finally parted, I discovered that we weren’t entirely alone.

Darren’s body had tensed, and I knew even before I turned my head, who I’d find there.  Tristan.











Chapter 31

Goodbye


“T-Tristan…I…” I stammered, desperately searching for the right words for what I was trying to convey.  He wasn’t aware of the decision I’d made, and I couldn’t bring myself to say the words immediately after he’d just saved my life.  It had been hard enough to tell him that I’d killed Aiden.  Still, I owed him my honesty, and that meant telling him that Aiden’s forcing me to choose had made me aware of something—if given the choice, I wanted to spend whatever time I had left with Darren.  Tristan was right; I didn’t know why it was that I loved him, just that I did.  With Darren it was different—different because there were no doubts or mysteries surrounding my feelings for him.  I remembered every moment.  But how to say it?  How to make him understand?

He stared at me for a moment, with saddened eyes that seemed to be reading me like an open book.  “It’s okay, Ana.  It’s better this way, I suppose.  Could we have a quick word?”

I didn’t catch his meaning at first, probably because his meaning was the last thing I expected him to want.  He was asking for a moment alone with Darren, not me.  Confused, I nodded and started toward my door, looking back over my shoulder the entire time, lest some kind of confrontation start up.  Once outside, I pressed my ear right up to the door, but the only thing I heard was Tristan asking Darren to step outside onto the balcony because “she’s definitely got her ear up to the door right now.”

Busted, I let myself slide down onto the floor.  Was Darren the right choice?  Would I regret this decision later?  Despite everything, I knew in my heart that the first answer was “yes.”  We hadn’t known each other long enough to say we were in love or anything, but we had a spark, a spark that was mine, and I had to protect it—even when the feelings I had for Tristan raged inside of me like a runaway fire. I found myself smiling, thinking back to me and Darren splashing one another in the pond out back.  He was my soft place to fall.  He made me laugh and did what he could to protect me.  I was happy when I was with him.  And that was the biggest difference; where Tristan was concerned, I only had stories and dreams of he and I being happy.  That wasn’t enough.  I cared for Tristan—I loved him— but it wasn’t me who fell in love with him, no matter how strong the feelings were.  Still, the best answer I could give to my second question was a “maybe.”  And honestly, that frightened me a little.

Darren appeared to be in a daze when the door to my room finally opened up.

I jumped to my feet.  “What’s wrong?  What happened?”

It took a moment for him to meet my eyes.  “He told me about you two, the whole reincarnation thing—how we’re on the same side as far as keeping you safe.  He also told me that…”  He dropped his eyes and let his voice trail off.

“I’m going to die soon,” I finished.  I felt both guilty and relieved that he’d had to hear it from someone else.

“What?  No.  He said that you made the right choice.  That now you can have a full and happy life—that he would take care of everything.  Why do you think you’re gonna die?”

He must have taken my words to be a complete statement rather than a continuation of what he was saying.  There was real concern in Darren’s eyes as he spoke to me, but I was too confused to answer him.  Was choosing Tristan really the reason I kept dying so young?  But why?   And how?

“If you’re worried that they’ll come after you again, don’t be.  A number of us are gonna stay here until things settle down.  Nothing like this’ll ever happen again, I promise you.

I just nodded.  Telling him what I’d actually meant probably wasn’t a good idea right now, especially if there was a chance it didn’t apply anymore.

“He acts so…so human,” Darren followed.  He shook his head.  “It’s completely insane, but it’s all true, isn’t it?”

I gave him another nod.

He blew out some air and his eyes dropped again.  “And you still chose me?”

“You’re the boy I’m falling for,” I said meekly, realizing that this was the first time I’d shared the extent of my feelings with him.

Darren spread out his arms, and I fell into them.  He put his lips beside my ear.  “I promised him I’d take good care of you and that I’d tell you goodbye on his behalf.”

Goodbye?  I felt the finality of it tighten in my chest and I had to take a deep breath.  I pulled away.  “But I have to explain things.  I mean, in a way that he’ll understand.  I don’t want to hurt him, Darren.”

“I kinda got the feeling that this was how he wanted it,” Darren said uneasily.  “That he didn’t want to see you again.”

********************

I couldn’t get to sleep at all that night.  Emotionally, I was a wreck.  The horror of almost being burned alive was still fresh in my mind, as was breaking Tristan’s heart.  Thoughts of Aiden and London were never far behind my thoughts of Tristan, and together they overwhelmed me.

I had to do something, anything.  My only option was Tristan.  The other torments were irreversible. If I could just speak to him, then maybe we could come to some kind of closure.  Maybe he’d even agree to stay in my life somehow—as selfish as that was for me to ask.

The answer came to me, though I wasn’t entirely sure I could pull it off.  London died before I could ask her how.  I closed my eyes, concentrated, and reached out to him.  “Tristan?”

No reply.  But I wasn’t giving up that easily. This had to work.  It just had to.  “Tristan!”

“Ana?”  he asked, his voice sounding in my head.

My heart sped up.  “Tristan I need to talk to you, please come back.”

“Ana, coming back won’t change anything…”

“Please, Tristan.”

I felt whatever mental connection I’d established with him cut out.  I sighed and laid back onto my pillow.  At least I knew that I could contact him whenever I wanted to.  That was something, right?

“Ana,” spoke Tristan’s voice.

I turned to find him and the cloaked girl standing in front of my balcony doorway.  My heart skipped a beat.  I could barely look him in the eye I felt so guilty, and his presence seemed to strip me of the ability to think.  I was totally at a loss as to how to explain why it was I was choosing someone else, especially when the whole reason I’d been reincarnated was to be with him.  It had all been so clear to me a minute ago.

Tristan broke the silence with an introduction.  “This is Surya.  She’ll be watching over Brighton now.”

“You’re leaving for good?” I asked, surprised, even though I knew I shouldn’t be.  He had caught me kissing another boy.

He nodded.

Surya removed her hooded cloak.  Tristan had assured me that becoming a vampire didn’t make you beautiful, but she was.  Long and lean, with almond colored skin and jet black hair, you could easily be forgiven for assuming that she was sophomore in college if not for that scowl that never really left her face.  Even when she attempted to smile it was thinly disguised.  I found my thoughts drifting to Aiden.  “So this is her?” she asked.  When she wasn’t shouting, her Indian accent rolled off her tongue like music.

Tristan managed a brief smile.  “This is her.”

She let her eyes go back and forth between us for a moment before settling on Tristan with a grin.  “You had eyes for me like that once.”

If not for the situation, the expression on Tristan’s face might have almost been comical.  It was obvious that this wasn’t a meeting he was entirely comfortable with.

“How do you guys know each other?” I asked.  I needed to get to the reason I’d asked him to come back, but I was having trouble summoning the courage.

Tristan started to speak but Surya beat him to it.  “I was Tristan’s first.”

My eyes widened.  I wasn’t expecting to hear that.

“The first person I turned,” he corrected.

“That too, I suppose.”

Tristan shot her a look.

She laughed.  “I am kidding.  Tristan has always been so serious that it is hard not to enjoy a laugh at his expense sometimes. During the wars I was his top lieutenant. We won many battles together.”

“Are you like him? I mean, you’re not a bad vampire are you?”

She laughed again.  “Have I given up the old ways?  Certainly not.  Our Tristan is now one of a kind in that regard.  But I am tamer than most—I will not kill while I am here.”  She shifted her eyes to Tristan and her expression turned.  Worry stained her face.  “Or are you asking whether or not I will be one of vampires who will torture him, and then end his life?”

Tristan shook his head.  “You promised, Surya.”

“I don’t care.  This is madness, you have to know that.  He is furious about losing Aiden.  He revered him, Tristan.  Even your stature won’t save you from his wrath.  I…I am scared for you.”

He put his hands over her shoulders and kissed her forehead.  “I gave you my command because I trust you Surya.  Even when we were vastly outnumbered, I knew that you would have my flank.  You were the only vampire among my soldiers capable of experiencing fear, but I never doubted that you would come to my aid.  I need that same courage from you now.  Can you do this?”

She turned her head away from his, and I saw the tears in her eyes.  Human emotion.  She was well practiced, and disguised it well, but she was like him.  She’d had her humanity reawakened, too.

“You’re taking the blame for Aiden’s death?” I asked.

“Ana…”

“And they’re going to torture you…to kill you for what I did?”

“It’s the only—“

“You can’t die Tristan…not you too.  I’ll run away with you, whatever you want, just don’t…please don’t do this.”

“Daemon has to have someone to punish.  Would you rather I send Surya?  If I asked, she would take the blame for it.  She could say that she ordered it, that she resented him for turning his back on the old ways.  That I found out and ordered her to turn herself in.”

I looked to her and knew that Tristan was right.  But I would never be able to live with myself.

I shook my head.

He smiled.  “Of course you couldn’t do that to her—just like I couldn’t possibly let anything happen to you.  You must know that.”

Now I was the one fighting tears.  “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?  This is my choice.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t choose you.”

He sighed.  “You were right to move on.  I was selfish and controlling, that’s not how you treat someone you care about.  I can see that now.  The way things ended the last time...  Maybe this is the best thing for both of us.  Just know that even if you can’t remember, our time together has been the best of my life and that I love you.”

“Is she really worth it, Tristan?”  Surya really looked scared now.  I think she really counted on me talking him out of it. I really had tried.  “Can she really mean that much to you?”

They locked eyes for several silent seconds before Tristan spoke.  “Wouldn’t you do the same for me?”

Emotion overtook her face and she disappeared into the night.

“This is goodbye, Ana,” he said leading me out onto the balcony.

“W-wait…I…”

“There’s nothing you can say to make me change my mind.  But I do hope Darren will forgive me for this last...”

He kissed me.  Aside from the handful of memories I’d recalled in my dreams, I had no memory of my lifetimes before.  But subconsciously, even with my memories being taken away, there had always been a part of me that had never forgotten, the part of me recognized my name even as a baby, that felt so hopelessly drawn to him and kept this connection between us alive.  Now, in the midst of this physical connection, I gave myself over to it completely, allowing it to surge into the forefront in a way that I never had before, and I felt something so powerful that I lost myself completely.  The earth moved and the sky danced above us.

Tristan pulled away, his eyes wide.  He must have felt the same thing that I had.  Only, I was experiencing something else too.

“Tristan…I remember,” I whispered.  “And I’m still me.  I’m still Ana.  Don’t go.”

He stared into my face with tortured eyes, and stroked my cheek with his hand.  “I have to protect you, Ana.”  And then he was gone.

It had only taken another kiss for my half of our bond to become strong enough—a powerful physical connection to coincide with the emotional one—allowing me to bypass the magick that kept our past hidden.  We were both right, I guess.  Our story was in fact, very much like a fairytale.  Only, and he’d warned me, there’d be no happily ever after.











Chapter 32

Sixteen


I didn’t get all of my memories that night—just the memories from this lifetime that were taken and some that had belonged to my aunt.  They confirmed what I’d already learned, that she’d become obsessed about spending an eternity with Tristan without limits, and that the same crazed version of myself had gone searching for him in the maze the night of my supposed “anxiety attack.”  But having these memories also unveiled the side of her that everyone else seemed to remember, the normal side of her, the confident and determined girl who truly believed that she could change the world.  Part of me wondered if she would have had she never met Tristan, or remembered their past.  Not that he’d been any less incredible then.  The weekend they’d snuck off to Times Square was simply beyond words.  Unfortunately, having her memories didn’t help me with figuring out what the deal was with Tristan and the whole “die if you choose me” thing.  Those memories, for some reason, continued to elude me.  Still, it was enough that I no longer dreamed of Tristan, which was fine by me.  How could I disappear into happy memories of him, when the present state of things was anything but?

Every day for the next eight weeks, I reached out to Tristan, and every day he’d respond.  I wasn’t sure if I could reach his mind the second time I tried, him being possibly anywhere, but our connection was strong, and his voice came to me as clear as if he was sitting on the bed next to me.  But the conversations were brief, often painfully so.  Surya was right about them torturing him.  Sometimes, I would slip into his mind too deeply, my rush into his mental embrace too forceful, to the point that I could feel what he felt, and the pain that would race throughout my body was paralyzing.  Still, I went to him. I wouldn’t abandon him.  If it meant that I would suffer from time to time, it was nothing to what I would have faced had he not sacrificed himself for me.

It was my intent that my thirty second visitations be spent comforting him as best I could, but often times it was the other way around.  The guilt would swallow me up sometimes and leave me unsure of what to say.  He’d tell me not to worry about him, that if I truly wanted to honor his sacrifice then I should just live.  In fact, that’s how he’d end all of our talks.  “Live Ana.”

So that’s what I tried to do.

Those eight weeks were in many ways a period of adjustment.  For one, I had to get used to being considered a “freak.” And not the “weird kid from out of town” kind of freak that I was used to, but a “freak,” freak.  The news of my being confirmed a conjurer had spread quickly, and witchfolk showed up from all over the world hoping to get a glimpse at the “cursed heir.”  The guardians my grandmother still trusted enough to use were turning away people by the hundreds by the time my birthday rolled around.  The local news picked up on the increased number of incoming foreigners; fortunately, they weren’t able to offer up any explanation as to the cause.

But not everyone who came did so out of curiosity.  There were a great number of them who came to protest my being allowed to keep my “title.” News reached us almost daily about the high ranking witchfolk from other havens speaking out against me.  Most of the world’s witching communities were in an uproar now that it was common knowledge that the ancestors they’d held up as heroes were actually liars who’d lost the war and agreed to a suffocating peace agreement.  Witchfolk were now fully aware of just how far beneath the thumb of Daemon they really were, but that wasn’t something they could do anything about, so I became an easy target for their frustrations.

Not to say that everyone in my own haven had come to accept me either.  The majority did offer their support at the next council meeting, and were willing to denounce Duncan’s coup as being both wrong and illegal, but only under the stipulation that I be placed under near constant supervision. They still didn’t trust me.  And honestly, I could have cared less.  I had some of Aleksandra’s fiery temper now (thankfully that was all this time), and I still felt so angry for what they tried to do to me.  I would talk about it with my mother sometimes, and that kept me from doing anything stupid.   She’d remind me that it would take a while to uproot the traditional views of what a conjurer was, but assured me that Mrs. Moorer was right—my example could go a long way to doing just that.

So I did what they told me to do.  After speaking on their behalf, those who were instrumental in the coup were pardoned.  I recited something about the haven needing to put the past in the past, about needing to heal as a community.  I couldn’t say that the words were one hundred percent sincere, but it had done the trick.  My speech was met with a rounding applause.

Duncan had taken Nathan and skipped town the night the vampires came.  I thought of him often in the following weeks; the kindness he showed me that night in South Carolina, the hate in his eyes when he discovered what I was.  And even with the great show of support at the council meeting, many still shared Duncan’s views.  After someone sent a fireball through the glass wall of my bedroom (thankfully I was in the bathroom taking a shower), my grandmother beefed up security with foreign guardians and accepted Genevieve’s offer to send out two guardians of her own to become my personal security detail.  I hated the idea of being followed even more closely, but the two girls she sent were at least my age, a vast improvement over the forty year old male “supervision” the haven had prescribed for me.

My birthday party was to be an enormous test.  Sixteenth birthdays were a really big deal in the witching world, as it was usually the earliest that a girl’s magick became active—if you weren’t a conjurer that is.  For an heir, it was a worldwide event.  As if I needed more attention.  But even I was aware that a lot was riding on tonight.  This was my showcase, the other heirs and various VIP’s were all flying in, and I had to convince them that I wasn’t the monster that my being a conjurer suggested.  What happened tonight could wipe away all the progress we’d made in the last two months.

I sat quietly in my bedroom, waiting on Aspen’s magical make-up kit.  She wouldn’t be doing anything quite so breathtaking this time; I needed to appear as normal as possible tonight.  My bodyguards, Corinne and Amelie, were on high alert, one on the balcony, the other on the outside of my bedroom door.  I’d asked them if they wanted to join our little makeover party but both promptly refused.  Amelie had at least smiled when she turned me down; Corrine looked at me like I had insulted her mother.

A knock sounded on the door and Amelie leaned into the room to inform me that Taylor was here.

“Big night!” said Taylor, beaming as she stepped into the room.

Taylor had taken to being a witch like “white on rice.”  Her words, not mine.  After the attack, her mother sold the ranch and moved up here, purchasing the house across the street from her dad’s so that she could help Taylor with the transition.  Taylor’s near death experience allowed her mother and father to call a truce in regards to their bickering, and she swore she could see their relationship reigniting due to the proximity.  Which would be the exact opposite of what’s happened with her and Chris.  Generally, we don’t bring up the craziness that happened two months ago, but when your best friend is dating the son of one of its main conspirators, it kind of hangs in the air.  Taylor sided with me, and while I know in my heart that Chris didn’t support what his father did, he’s still his father and he’s loyal to that.  Literature class has been the very definition of awkward.  Taylor and Chris try to play indifferent, but I’ve caught both staring after the other longingly on several occasions.

“I told you not to buy me anything,” I said, as she plopped down next to me on my bed.  She rolled her eyes and handed me the shiny red box anyway.  Carefully, I untied the thin pink bow and lifted open the top.  A book, Football for Dummies, was inside.  Taylor had already started to laugh before I could pretend to be insulted.

“Look under the book,” she instructed.

I picked up the book to find a silver bracelet, an exact duplicate of the one dangling from her wrist.  Normally, I’d find something like this incredibly cheesy, but Taylor’s intentions were just always so good-natured, these last eight weeks so rough, that it’s exactly what I needed.

I leaned over to give her a hug and she whispered that there was another gift.  Her cheeks were red now and she nodded back to the box.

“Look underneath the paper, it’s all the way to the bottom.”

I did as she asked.  An absolutely beautiful pencil drawing of me and Taylor’s faces, both smiling, stared back at me.  “Chris?” I asked her.

She nodded.

“Are you two…?”

She shook her head sadly.  “I’m just the delivery girl.  He knew that his family wouldn’t be invited, but he wanted to give you something.  I told him that I’d make sure you got it.  Officially, we’re still not talking.”

I had to remind myself that what happened to them wasn’t my fault.  That I’d done nothing to deserve what his father and others had tried to do to me.  But it seemed like everything was my fault these days, and I felt guilty anyway.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

She nodded in agreement.

The door opened again, but before Amelie could inform me about who this was, Aspen had already come bouncing in, both hands full of bags.

It’s just Aspen and her dad now, her mother moved back to Ireland.  The McArthur’s announced their divorce the day of London’s funeral.  It was supposed to be announced the following day, but London’s father had a tough time keeping it together during the service.  Most who attended were non-witches, having known London from either school or those rare Wednesday nights when she actually did go to the food bank to volunteer.  People wondered openly about her death—how someone so young and physically fit could possibly die of a heart attack.  The explanation that was given was that she’d had a heart defect.  I wondered if they’d have used the same lie had I chosen Tristan.

Aspen started coming by to do my makeup every morning after that, just as she’d done for her sister, and became noticeably more herself with every passing week.  It helped both of us to talk about her, I think, and we would laugh with one another and share our favorite “London” stories.  Understandably, she did most of the sharing.

“Ana, darling, so good to see you,” said Aspen in a playful voice.

“Oh it’s just been agony since the last time you were here,” I returned, playing along.  “You simply must save me from my own plainness.  I’m in need of something ravishing, darling.”  I’m not sure exactly which morning it was that we decided to talk like this, but we’d kept it going for a while now, and had both become pretty good at it.  It was always good for a laugh.

Taylor cracked up and Aspen sat her things on the bed beside us.

Aspen sighed.  “I’m not sure I can do ravishing tonight,” she said in her normal voice.  “I’ve been told at least twenty times to Keep. It. Simple.”  She turned to Taylor.  “But I’m gonna make you look amazing.”

And she did just that.  Aspen tinted Taylor’s face with just the slightest tint of gold, and it played lovely with her now shimmering brown locks, dyed a shade lighter to match her eyes.  Taylor just stared at herself in the mirror when Aspen was finished.  I laughed and told her I knew the feeling.

My makeup took no time at all, and my hair was still in pretty good shape from when Aspen had come by to do it this morning for school.  So we had time to kill.  A dangerous thing considering Aspen possessed her sister’s same wild streak.  She had an idea.

“Help!” I called.  Corinne spun around quickly on the balcony and put her hands on her hips to show that she was annoyed with us.  Amelie, on the other hand, didn’t have the same vantage point.  She stormed into the room, fists up (and thankfully not on fire), and we, all three of us, wrapped her up.  Her first instinct was to fight us off, but she caught herself.  We weren’t threats.  We walked her over to the chair in front of the wardrobe and Aspen went to work.  She looked to her partner for help but Corinne just smirked.  Eventually, she did relax and Aspen was allowed to do her hair.

Amelie’s eyes lifted, and she smiled at herself in the mirror when we showed her the final result.  She asked us in a low voice if anyone had a cell phone capable of taking pictures, and Taylor told her that she did.  She posed for a quick photo, smiling into the camera once Corinne turned her head to survey the grounds.  Amelie told her what number to send it to and not a full minute later did we get a reply.  Amelie translated for us.  “Wow…is that really you?”  We all laughed, and though she wouldn’t confirm who sent the text, we were all pretty certain it was her boyfriend back home.  She had us wash her face after that and she skipped to the door just in time to introduce Helena.

“They’re ready for the birthday girl,” she announced happily.

“I can’t wait for Darren’s surprise—“Aspen started.

“Shhhhhhh,” said Taylor putting her finger to her lips.

“Surprise?” I asked.  “What kind of surprise?”

Knowing smiles surrounded me now, but no one piped up with an answer.  Helena had been upset when I first told her that I’d chosen Darren, but she came to me later that day and told me that she understood my needing to follow my heart and didn’t hold a grudge.  I couldn’t bear to tell her about his sacrifice.

“Go on and change into your gown,” Helena instructed.  “Your guests are waiting.”

I nodded and the others left the room.  Tonight’s gown was already hanging in my closet. It had been picked out weeks ago.  Not too flashy, a smidgen fancier than plain, it was light grey and had a bow on the back.  I slipped into it quickly, and started back into my bedroom.  I stopped myself.

Closing the door shut and locking it from the inside, I slid down into a corner of the closet.  “Tristan.”

I waited for a moment.  No reply.  “No big deal,” I told myself.  He doesn’t always answer the first time.  But going deeper into his mind made me vulnerable, allowing his experiences to rush into me.  I took a deep breath and braced myself for the pain.  “Tristan!”

He still wasn’t answering. 

It took everything I had to force myself out of that closet.  Corinne had knocked several times by then, and sounded genuinely concerned when she asked if I was alright.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t.  Tristan could be dead.

********************

Peeking around the corner, I could see the people gathered around the stairwell.  The men were dressed in tuxedos, the women in brightly colored gowns.  A little girl spotted me and began to point, so I ducked back into the hallway.  This was supposed to be my big day, something I’d remember for the rest of my life they’d told me; even if it was more about soothing people’s fears than about of my coming of age, in my case.

But I couldn’t stop myself from worrying.

Someone with a microphone cued my entrance.  “I present to you, Anastasia Aleksandra Adams, princess of Brighton and rightful heir to Merline, the first.”

I took a deep breath and stepped into view, just like we’d rehearsed a thousand times before.  Applause filled the room and I took the stairs slowly, trying not to think about how I’d never made it the entire way down without stumbling at least once.  I put on a smile and waved to the people gathered below, scanning the smiling faces until my eyes settled on Darren at the bottom of the stairs.

Warmth stirred up inside me, combating the worry that lay siege to my thoughts.  I wanted to be down these stairs already, to have him holding me, but I was supposed to be refined tonight, the model princess.  But I couldn’t get Tristan off my brain—had he called to me with his final breath?

I ran to Darren, falling into his embrace.  I heard the people around us gasp.

“It’s alright,” Darren whispered in my ear.  “I’m here for you.  Tell me what’s wrong.”

I leaned back and looked up into those concerned blue eyes and felt at ease, even now—like things really were going to be alright.  But there was something even more profound about this moment, something that I would remember for the rest of my life.  I was feeling it again, that same unyielding flood of emotion that usually accompanied thoughts of Tristan.  Only this time, it was Darren that was causing it.  Our spark had taken hold, becoming something more in these last two months, something white hot.

Darren and I were the toast of Heathwood when we got back to school the week following that nightmare two months ago.  I was eager to get back into the swing of things and school provided a welcome escape from the overly concerned adults back at home—and from worrying about Tristan.  The interview that Darren had given after the football game had apparently done wonders for our “adorable” factor and people seemed genuinely happy to see us together.  And not a day passed when we weren’t.  Thankfully, Darren’s promotion to full guardian meant that Corinne and Amelie weren’t necessary when I was with him.

Taylor and I went to football practices together now (and though she swore it wasn’t to see Chris, we all knew it was) and afterwards we’d jump in Darren’s car and set out for nowhere in particular and just enjoy each  other’s company.  Other times Darren and I would curl up in front of his television watching old movies; you wouldn’t believe how much I came to love Katharine Hepburn.  Darren’s Spencer Tracey impersonations were always dead-on.  We’d act out scenes and somehow, even if we were supposed to be arguing in that scene, we’d always end up kissing.  It was the easiest not to think about Tristan during these times, in fact, all of my worries tended to fade when I was with Darren.  The world seemed so bright and wonderful during those moments, incapable of the things that had transpired over the last two months.

It was talking to Darren that made me fall for him so completely.  He was always making me laugh, and going out of his way to do so.  “It’s the one thing I never get tired of hearing,” he said to me once.  Other times he would show me such depth that I was awed by him.  I mean, sometimes he would just get this thoughtful look and share something intensely personal with me, like how he felt during his mother’s losing battle with cancer.   Or he’d speak about how different he wished things were at times, what he’d do to change them if he could.  And sometimes, when he spoke like that, I think even the part of me that was Aleksandra smiled too.

I don’t know when it happened exactly—when “falling” for him became “fell.”  But looking at him now, I knew that I had to say it, as if in this moment my saying the words were the most important thing in the world.

“I love you,” I whispered into his ear.

His head jerked back in surprise and his face flushed deep red.  He seemed immediately aware of the crowd of people around us right now and looked around nervously.  But that was only for a moment, because he was smiling now, that handsome smile that I loved so much.

When he spoke, he didn’t whisper.  “I love you too, Ana.”

“Awws” rang out from the crowd and some began to clap.  Maybe some of them thought it was all staged.  Or maybe that I was just a kid overcome by the moment, in which case it probably helped our case that I wasn’t the monster they might have thought me to be.  But I didn’t care what they thought, not right then. I was in love, and I would cherish tonight always.

Darren took my hand, and we started down the velvet path that twisted and then straightened out again, leading toward the ballroom.  The people gathered in the hall followed us, and I could hear them chatting eagerly behind us as we approached the double doors.

“Nervous?” Darren asked.

“Extremely,” I answered.

“No pressure,” he smiled.

“Lots,” I laughed.

The doors opened and immediately we saw people’s heads leaning into view to get a look at us.  There were no breathtaking displays of magick this time.  Instead there were people.  The place was packed.  The sliver of velvet carpet was the only available space, and Darren and I were greeted with a blinding barrage of flashes from cameras and camera phones.  People were calling my name and stretching their hands through the wall of guardians that lined the velvet carpet.  It was probably why there was no magick this time, they were all here to see me—that didn’t help with my nerves.

Ratcheting my nerves up even higher was how quickly the mood changed once we’d made it about halfway to the velvet throne on the other end of the room.  Cheers and smiles were replaced with disgusted stares and head shakes and I had a hard time meeting some of their eyes.  I leaned into Darren for strength.  These were the people whose minds I needed to change. My supporters were placed near the entrance to give me confidence, I guessed.  That type of thing wouldn’t have escaped my grandmother.

Finally, we turned, and the velvet throne came into view.  My mother and grandmother were standing in front of the throne; the other three heirs were standing just beyond them, positioned around it.  I’d gotten the chance to meet them all this morning before school.  They were polite, though cautious, except for Genevieve.  She seemed very excited to meet me—a total surprise considering our last encounter— mentioning something about a big destiny.  She was the only heir smiling as we approached them now.

Darren gave my hand a final squeeze and I walked up to the elevated portion of the room alone, turning around once I’d reached my mother and grandmother.  I could still hear the cheers from the other side of the room, but the people whose faces I was looking out at were anything but supportive.  I felt my heart leap up into my throat when the microphone was handed to me.  I was supposed to welcome these people to the ceremony?

I knew what I needed to convey to them, and I knew that it was supposed to be brief.  Only, at that moment, I had no idea how to say it.  After what felt like an eternity of silence on my part, I was ready to hand the microphone to my grandmother when I felt a surge of confidence fill me. Sometimes I forgot that there was more to me than just Ana now.  I allowed myself to step back, allowing more of Aleksandra into my consciousness and immediately the words came.

“Hello all, and welcome to my sixteenth birthday coronation.  A special welcome to the folks from St. Petersburg whose haven I simply cannot wait to visit.”  An almost deafening roar filled the ballroom, all of it generated by the section near the entrance.  “For a great many of you there is a lot of doubt about me, I know this, but also know that I can only be what I am—just a kid who, a couple months ago, thought witches melted when you threw water on  them.”  Chuckles sounded across the ballroom, even cracking some of the stone faced contingent in front of me.  “This is all so new to me.  Coming into your world has been like a fairytale come to life.  And a privilege.  Having two months under my belt I can say this with confidence—I’ve never been so busy!  I’ve got spells to learn, a driver’s license to earn, parents to annoy, a gazillion laws to learn, college to apply for, a boy to love…So yes, I am a conjurer.” The crowd rumbled restlessly at the mention of that word.  “But the truth is, I just don’t have time to be evil.” I ended with a playful shrug.

Laughter filled the ballroom, followed by more cheers, and I was pleased to see that there were a great number of smiles in front of me now.  Relieved, I smiled back at them and turned to hug my mother and grandmother simultaneously.

“That was simply wonderful!” my grandmother whispered in my ear.  We’d never spoken again about the night she and Tristan had words, and I think that was how we both preferred it.  What she had no problem telling me, was how happy my choosing Darren had made her.

“Lexy always could charm an audience,” my mother whispered into my other ear.  She gave me a wink when the hug ended.  An image of her as a bratty ten year old popped into my head and made me smile.

Next, it was on to the heirs surrounding the throne.  I took a moment to thank each of them for being here, as was rehearsed, and then took my seat, facing the audience again.   There were “oohs” and “ahhs” as the heavily jeweled crown made its way up.  The other heirs lifted it up together and placed it on my lap.  I wouldn’t be crowned with that until I was twenty five, this was just to show that it was within my reach.  Instead, the three of them placed a shiny gold tiara on my head.  I stood up to more cheers and blinding flashes from cameras and phones.  Suddenly the crowd fell quiet.  Okay, so we didn’t rehearse this….

“Happy Birthday-ay-ay-ay toooo you,” My jaw dropped.  Someone had given Darren a microphone, and he was singing me “Happy Birthday” all by himself.  In rehearsal, someone was supposed to lead the audience in singing the birthday song.  For all his good looks and obvious charms, he was a terrible singer.  Even the word “terrible” didn’t quite cover how bad he was.  He was completely tone deaf, and would make long ill-timed runs that had the audience cracking up.  Thankfully, he knew that he sucked and was having fun with the crowd.

With the ice broken, it was just a matter of mingling now.  The ceremony was technically over and people were shepherded outside where hundreds of tables had been set up, the October chill tamed by some type of “warming” magick.  I smiled and acted polite as my grandmother took me around to the various tables, even shaking the hands of the people I knew had said the nastiest things about me.  Maybe I did have a future in politics.

Once we’d hit all the important tables, my grandmother let Darren steal me away.  He took me back inside, up to my room.  Corinne and Amelie seemed unsure if they should follow, and I’m glad they didn’t, though I assured them that nothing like what they might be thinking, was actually going to happen.  We had already decided to wait.

But that didn’t mean we couldn’t kiss.  He pressed his lips to mine as soon as we got into the room, and it was magical.  It was sweet but passionate, and I felt hot and tingly inside.  Darren pulled away abruptly, laughing to himself about the dizzied state he’d left me in.

“Happy Birthday Ana,” he said reaching into his pocket and producing a ring box.

“You’re not gonna ask me to marry you, are you?” I asked with a grin.

“No way.  Why buy the cow when the milk’s free?”

I laughed and stuck out my tongue.

“It’s a promise ring,” he said.

“Hopefully you’re promising not to sing anymore.”

He smiled.  I could see in his face that he was trying to be serious now, so I stopped with the jokes.

“I just want you to know that I choose you too,” he said next.  “That I’ll always choose you.”

The memory of Aiden’s making me choose resurfaced out of the blue and so did thoughts of Tristan.  Worry began to creep back into my mind.

“Is everything alright?” Darren asked.

“Um, yeah…of course.”

“Well, are you going to open it?”

My face flushed.  “Oh right.”  I flipped it open.  “Um…”

His face dropped.  “You don’t like it?”

“There’s nothing here.”

His eyebrows rose, and I turned it around to show him that the box was empty.

“It must have fallen out or something.  I was looking at it in the car—I’ll go check.”

“Darren you can give it to me tomorrow—”

“I’m sure it’s in there, I’ll be right back.”  He stood up and left the room at a run.

Part of me was relieved to see him go.  I needed to check in on Tristan again.  I had to know he was still alive.  “Tristan!”

“Hello, Ana,” came a reply.

I froze.  It wasn’t Tristan who had answered my call.  It was London.











Chapter 33

Purpose


I turned around to confirm what my ears had heard.  Sure enough, it was her, smiling as if the last two months hadn’t ever happened.

In an instant I was across the room, and had wrapped my arms around her.  “How is this possible?  I thought you were dead.  I-I couldn’t save you.”

“Nice to see you too,” she laughed, wrapping her arms around me too.  “But I’m afraid this isn’t a social call.  It’s time, Ana.”

“Time?” I said, confused.  “Time for what?”

“For you to correct your mistakes.”  She practically floated over to my bed and took a seat.  She motioned for me to do the same.  “It’s okay.  No one’s going to bother us.”

I stared at her for a moment.  “London this is really weird.”

“I know it is.  Have a seat and let me explain.”

I approached the bed slowly before sitting down beside her.  “Are you a ghost?” I asked.

She smiled again.  “You don’t believe in ghosts.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what I believe anymore.”

“You believe in angels,” she told me.

“You’re… an angel?” I asked.  “You aren’t exactly who I’d picture as a representative of heaven.”

She nodded, but her smile had weakened.  “We’re given free will once we’re granted a human life, but that also means losing our connection to heaven.  It’s understood that we’ll make human mistakes once that happens, and I’ll have to answer for those one day.  But for now, I’m here to help.”  She dropped her head before looking up to me again.  “When I was human, before I remembered, I used to wonder what it was about you that created such a need in me to want to help you.  It would keep me up at night.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that my reason for even existing is to help you with your purpose,” she said.  A sly smile reached across her face.  “‘We’re still the same, you and I.”

“Conjurers?” I asked, in a low confused voice.

She nodded.  “Conjurers are merely angels born into a human life.  It’s why our gifts have no natural limit, heaven has no limits.”

“You’re not seriously suggesting that I’m…”

“An angel?” she finished.  “I’m doing more than just suggesting.”

“No,” I said, jumping to my feet.  “No more.  First I find out that I’m a witch, and I say that’s completely crazy, but I accept it.  Then they tell me that I’m some kind of super witch, and people, they hate me for it.  It almost gets me killed!  But I accept that too.  Now you’re telling me that on top of all that I’m some kind of angel too?  I mean, come on.  This is unreal!”

London looked uncertain of how to proceed.  “I know this is a lot, but if you just let me explain, I promise it’ll all make sense.”

I wasn’t convinced.

“Please?” she asked, putting on the puppy dog look that reminded me of the London I’d known in life.

“It better be good.”

“You were an archangel once,” she began.  “Second only to Michael and Gabriel.  But you lost your way.”  She waited for a reaction before she continued.  Still awaiting the words that made this all make sense somehow, I gave none.  “Mankind had regressed during the Middle Ages, having lost much of the progress brought about in the Golden Age.  People were suffering on an unprecedented scale—plagues and famine were sweeping the land.  You came here to gift them with magick, to give them greater control over the world around them.  Many of us questioned whether man could handle such power, but you assured us that you would be their guiding light.”

“But like I said, losing our connection to heaven makes us prone to human mistakes.  Like shortsightedness.  You had a sick child, whose time on earth was meant to be short—but you didn’t let nature take its course.  You utilized magick that you weren’t authorized to use to keep him alive.  Once that child ended your life, mankind was left without direction.  Those “gifted” with magick abused it for power and wealth, and came to be known as “witches.”  Without your example, witches learned to become fearful and suspicious of the conjurers who tried to take your place.  Your murderer was free to spread his sickness across the world.  You made a mess that the world is still paying for.”

“You’re saying that I’m her?  Merline?” I whispered.  I remembered Dr. Roberts’s words to me in the clinic that day.  He spoke about there being only one other conjurer to have multiple gifts, to have unnatural magick as her affinity—it was her.  That couldn’t be a coincidence.

She took my hand and nodded.  “There’s more.  After so many of your successors failed, you were given the chance to straighten things out—you were granted another human life.  But again, you lost sight of why you were here.  You fell in love with a vampire. Tristan.  You were struck down because you abandoned your purpose.  We kept giving you chances, and you kept choosing Tristan.  Only, times up now Ana.  The vampires have become too many, too strong.  They’ve become a real threat to overrun the humans now.   That cannot happen for obvious reasons.  This is your last chance to make things right, or Michael will come to do the job himself, and you don’t want that.  This is your last chance at redemption.”

I still didn’t want to believe it, but who would come back from the grave to lie?  “I don’t understand.  I mean, if they didn’t want me to be with Tristan, then why would they keep letting us find one another?”

“Because you have to make the choice to do what’s right rather than choosing what you want.  Redemption is never easy.  It isn’t meant to be.  It has to be earned.  You need redemption, Ana.  You can’t come home with the way things stand right now.  Not until you destroy Daemon.”

“That’s my purpose?” I asked.  Tristan had lied about Daemon being involved.  She nodded.  “But if Daemon dies, then Tristan will too,” I breathed sadly.  Their fates were intertwined, and the reality of what she was asking was setting in.  It terrified me.

“How many people do you think have died at the hands of vampires, just in the time we’ve spoken?  They must be eradicated, Ana.  The suffering must stop.  You don’t have to die young, you aren’t meant to.  Destroying the vampires is just part of what you’re here to do.  You’re meant to bridge the gap between humans and witches, to restore the witches’ faith in conjurers—to accomplish the goals of your original visit.”  Her face softened.  “I understand what you must be feeling.  I do remember what it’s like—how I felt about Aiden.  But in the end, my choosing to be with him kept me from remembering what I was here to do—until it was too late.  I’m giving you the chance I never got—to say goodbye.  They left Tristan to die.  I brought him here—“

“Where?”

“In your closet—“

I leapt from the bed and sprinted to my closet, swinging open the door.  My heart sank.  There he was, stretched out across the floor, a piece of metal driven into the left side of his chest. The rest of his body was battered and badly bruised.  He didn’t seem capable of the quick healing that I’d witnessed before.  Something was different.  It had to be the result of the two months of torture he’d endured, which he’d willingly taken on to protect me.  How could ending his life be my purpose, when I alone had the power to save him?

I dropped to my knees and leaned over him.  London was just behind me and she closed the closet door shut behind us, locking us inside.

“Surya,” he strained.  “She came to see me.  It was too much for her. She told Daemon the truth.  He was furious. He made me watch as they killed her, and then he sentenced me to die too.”

Fear shot through me, but I tried not to let it show.  “It’s okay, Tristan.  Don’t worry about that.”

“He knows that you’re the one who’s responsible, Ana. You have to run. You’re not strong enough yet.”  He stared into my face, seeing something there that upset him.  “But you aren’t going to, are you?”

My eyes jumped up to London.  “I think I have to face him.”

“Then just let me go, Ana.  You won’t have to worry about causing my death anymore…”

“No!  I can save you Tristan. I want us to have a future, but you have to fight.  You have to stay alive…for me.”  I hated to lie to him but I needed him to hang on.  He couldn’t die on me.

He smiled and started to say something but the words never came.  His eyes began to roll.  Panic shook me and I could feel Lexy’s part of my soul begging me to do something.

“London, I can’t.  I can’t watch him die.  I have to save him.”

“Ana—“

“London, please…”

She shook her head. “You can’t make him human again.  The venom in his veins is too pure. You aren’t as strong as you once were. ”

I took matters into my own hands.  I put a hand on either side of his chest and willed his body to heal—hoping to tap into the same magick that healed my mother.  Nothing was happening.  “London, help me.  Please!”

She looked conflicted.  “Ana, this is a mistake.  It’ll be so much easier if you just let him go—for both our sakes.  My purpose is tied to yours.  This is my last chance too.”

“Please,” I whispered.  “You said that you were here to help.  So help me.”

She shook her head.  Tears streaked down her cheeks.  “I can’t.  I’ve made that mistake too many times already.  I’ve been your sister, your best friend, your maid…  Every time you come back, I’m the one you confide in and I always tell you wrong.  Whether it’s because I don’t know any better, like this past life as London, or because I just want you to be happy—I tell you to go for it, to choose Tristan even when I know you shouldn’t.  All those times I assured you that there would always be a next time.  Only, there won’t be a next time Ana.  I wanna go home.”

Something clicked.  That night on the beach, when Tristan had promised not to fail me, he’d told London that she shouldn’t either.  I didn’t have all the facts then, but now I knew what he’d meant.  London had been reincarnated too, apparently every time that I had.   “I’m not really choosing him London.  I’ll do what you ask.  I won’t let you down this time.  I just can’t let him die.”

London shook her head and closed her eyes.  “And that’s exactly why you’ll fail in your purpose, because you love Tristan too much to let him die.  We’ve tried to help you.  Even when we take away the memories that made you love him… even when we guide you to another who will love you with his whole heart… even at the risk of the angel who has been your companion since the beginning of time—you’ll always, always, choose Tristan…” She sighed.  “Tap into your emotions, Ana.  They make us stronger.  Love heals.”

I couldn’t worry about her words now because I really couldn’t watch him die.  I focused on how much I cared for him, letting the memories I had of us flood my consciousness.  I could feel a tingling on my back, but it still didn’t seem to be enough.  I needed to dig deeper, to feel more…  So I kissed him.  I closed my eyes as Aleksandra rushed to the forefront of my mind and felt myself fade and disappear.

“So beautiful.  Is it possible?” he asked.  “Am I in heaven?”

I opened my eyes.  He was staring upwards with those intoxicating green eyes of his.  Except, he was looking past me. Tears ran down the sides of his face.  I turned to see what it was he was staring at and saw wings of pure white light stretching out of my back.  “I won’t let you die,” I told him.  London was gone.

His body had almost completely healed when someone began pounding on the door.  “Ana?  Are you alright?” It was Darren’s worried voice that called to me.  I moved to open the door, but as soon as my hands left Tristan the bruises began to reappear.  I put my hands back onto him to continue the magick, but the connection we had was gone.  I leaned in to kiss him again, and the closet lit up once more.

It was also the time at which Darren decided to kick open the door.  He didn’t seem to know what to make of the wings, but he had seen my lips pressed to Tristan’s.  Hurt and anger shone out from his eyes and he stormed off.  I called out to him, pleading with him to let me explain, but he didn’t return.  I was stuck, but Tristan needed me more right now.

“Remember what I said Ana,” London’s voice spoke in my head.  “You can’t have them both.”  Images flashed in my head of Darren’s car swerving off the road, tumbling down a hill and into some trees.

Again, I was running.  The moment Tristan was okay I was out the door, past Amelie and Corinne in the hall outside my room, down the stairs, and into the crowd.  I ran straight through to the elevated portion of the room, where I could get a good view.  I needed to find Taylor.

I didn’t see her anywhere, but I did see Aspen running up to me.

“I loved your speech—what’s wrong?”

“I need to find Taylor, it’s really important.”

“I just saw her, she’s outside—“

I started toward the door before Aspen could finish, feeling guilty that I’d been the one who’d gotten to see her sister.  I tore through the crowd to the back entrance, and spotted Taylor just a few feet from where I was standing.  “Taylor!” I called.

“She looked like she really liked it,” she said into her cell phone as I approached.

“Taylor,” I said again, this time putting a hand onto her shoulder.

She turned around and her face went pale.  “I’m sorry Ana, I know I shouldn’t be talking to Christopher after what his dad did, but—“

“I don’t care about that,” I interrupted.  “Darren’s in trouble.  I need you to take me to him.”

“O-Okay.  My truck is parked in the side parking lot.”

********************

“What happened?” she asked, as we turned onto the main road.

“Car accident.  But I don’t know where he is.  Just keep an eye out.”

“Then how do you know he had an accident?  Did he call you?  We should tell someone…”

I didn’t answer any of Taylor’s questions.  I was already trying to reach out to Darren’s mind.  I knew that I would have to delve deeply.  I needed to experience what he was experiencing.  I needed to know where he was.

“Darren!”  Taylor and the truck I was riding in faded away.  I was with Darren now.  He was outside the car, with pieces of broken glass scattered around him.  Smoke filled his nostrils and everything on his body ached.  He was wondering if he was about to die, wishing he’d stayed to let me explain…  Thank God he was alive.

Through his eyes, I could see a water tower not far away and that was all I needed.  I broke off our connection and found myself being shaken by Taylor.  We were parked in the grass just off the road.

“Ana, are you alright?” she asked.  “What’s wrong?”

“I’m…I’m fine.  Do you know where any water towers are?”

“If we turn around and take Muller’s Street, there’s one set off into the woods.  I don’t think it’s being used anymore—is that where Darren is?”

I nodded.

“But how—Nevermind.  Gotta get used to this whole witch thing.”

She whipped the truck around and sped back toward Muller’s Street.

I didn’t wait for the truck to come to a stop before I jumped out.  His car was upside down at the bottom of the hill but he wasn’t very far down.  I slid down beside him and let my hands find his chest.  I didn’t need to kiss him to tap into my healing abilities—my love for him was right near the surface, not buried inside of me like it was with Tristan.  Just looking at him brought up those intense feelings inside me.  I felt the tingling start and saw the grass light up around us.

Darren started to cough, and rolled over onto his side.  After a minute or so, he was healed, and I moved away from him.  I found Taylor a few feet away from me, staring at me with awed eyes.   I couldn’t help but smile, only Taylor would have stayed after witnessing something like that.

Panting and exhausted, I let myself fall backwards onto the grass.  I’d done it.  I’d saved both of them.  Part of me wanted to say “Ha!” to London’s claim that I had to lose one of them, but I realized that had she not tipped me off, I never would have known that Darren was in trouble.  I might have waited for him to cool down first, and by then, it would have been too late.

“Ana,” Darren called.  I leaned up and crawled over to him.  “I should have let you explain,” he said.  “I can’t lose you.  Not now.  You chose me, Ana…I’m the one you chose.”

I nodded and took his hand.  “I know, Darren.”

“I love you,” he said next.

“I love you too.”

Taylor came over and put her arms around both us.  My family and friends were still safe.  I let out a grateful sigh.

********************

It was well past midnight before I was finally able to let Tristan out of my closet.  Getting rid of Amelie and Corinne had been difficult.  They’d been made to look pretty incompetent by my little escape to find Darren, and were now hesitant to let me out of their sight for any reason—even sleep.

But that was nothing compared to what was coming.

Tristan smiled warmly as he stepped into my bedroom.  In an instant, he was in front of me, and had pulled me close.  “How soon can you be ready?”

“I’m not going anywhere, Tristan.”

He looked confused.  “But you said— Isn’t that why you healed me?”

I dropped my head.  “I just didn’t want you to die,” I replied in a small voice.  It was selfish and I knew that, but I needed Tristan alive.  I couldn’t imagine the world without him.

“How could you be that cruel, Ana?  I love you.” He shook his head.  “I thought you’d decided to run away with me—that we could be together one last time.  I can protect you from Daemon.  The only reason I wanted you to move on was because I didn’t expect to ever see you again.”

Hearing the ache in his words pained me.  It had been cruel to lie to him.  But what else could I have done, let him give up?  I needed to explain my decision to him.  I just prayed that he understood.

“Tristan, the girl you’re in love with isn’t me.  Not anymore.  I do feel what you feel, that longing, that connection between us, but it’s not my love Tristan, and it’s not our connection.   I didn’t know the difference at first, not until I opened myself up to Darren… I—I’m sorry.”

Tristan had been shaking his head as I spoke.  Like I’d dreaded, he wasn’t going to accept my decision easily.  “You just have to remember the good times,” he said.  “That’s all it’ll take.  I’ve made mistakes. I don’t deserve your forgiveness—or your love for that matter.  I’ve always known that… You—you said that you’d received some of your memories, surely you can see that I haven’t always been so manipulative. The memory of what we were, of what we can be again, it still lives in me.  To kill that is to kill me, Ana.”

The grief in his words stirred up a hurt in me so severe I had to sit down.  I couldn’t look at him anymore.  I was so very terrible at delivering bad news.  Having steeled myself for his resistance, only to have that fade, I changed the subject.  “You knew that this was the last life I would get, didn’t you?”

He nodded.  “I used to wonder about how many times they’d let you come back.  You told me once that your “last chance” reincarnation would be noticeably different from all the others.  Well, this is the fastest you’ve ever come back and your face is the same as Lexy’s.  But even before I met you as Ana, I knew the next reincarnation would be your last—what Lexy and I tried to do, I knew it would make the other angels furious.  I promised you that once you reached your final lifetime I would stay away from you.  I couldn’t.  If I had the willpower, I would have, I swear to you.  But you’re everything to me.”

The guilt was eating me alive.  I could only stare at my feet, wishing things were different—that somehow I could give him what he needed and still be true to Darren—that my purpose for being here wasn’t to cause his death.

With his hand, he took my face.  “Choose me, Ana.  Let me have the next twelve months.  The angels, they always give you until your seventeenth birthday to decide.  When that day approaches, I’ll leave—I’ll take care of Daemon myself.  Then you and Darren can be happy for the rest of your lives.  Let’s have Neverland one last time… You may have his heart, but you have my entire soul.  I know you felt it when we kissed.”

He was right.  I did feel it.  The kiss was blissful.  That powerful yearning had never truly dulled.  It probably never would.  Part of me was—would always be the girl he fell in love with, only, that part of me wasn’t Ana.  Even though we shared the same soul and some of the same feelings, having separate sets of memories essentially made us different people.  Even having Aleksandra’s memories didn’t change that.  All but the earliest of her memories of Tristan were partial and incomplete; after she’d gotten her memories, so much of who she was and what they talked about depended upon happenings from previous lifetimes—which I didn’t have access too.  Memories are what make us up. “I can’t,” I told Tristan.  “I have feelings for Darren.”

He closed his eyes. “Then you should have let me die, because without you…what’s the point?  You can’t ask me to live if you take away the reason I have for living.”

“Stop saying that, Tristan.”

“Stop saying that?  Ana, everyone I’ve ever cared about is gone—everyone except you.”

That was too much.  I was the reason Aiden and Surya were dead.  I’d left him with no one and nothing and now I was saying goodbye?  He turned and I called to him.  “I’m sorry. Tell me how I can make this right. I don’t wanna leave things like this.  I don’t want to hurt either of you—I don’t know what to do.  I care about you Tristan, I do, but…”  Finally, in the midst of a hurricane of emotions, I broke down.

He appeared in front me, steadying my body with his hands.  He kissed my forehead and spoke gently.  “I am sorry, Ana.  This isn’t how I want you to remember me.  Remember that I loved you.  Please… even if that’s all you ever remember—remember that.”  He let another moment pass before he spoke his next words.  “This really is goodbye then.”

I swallowed before speaking.  “Where will you go?”

“To find Daemon.  Your purpose may be to kill him, but that doesn’t mean the people around you will be safe.  Or even that you’ll survive the encounter.  If I can end this, then your destiny will be secure.  I won’t fail you, Ana. Not again.  Fear nothing.”

My mind connected the dots.  “That was your plan all along wasn’t it?  Why you suggested we run away for only a year. You were planning to leave, to destroy Daemon yourself, before my seventeenth birthday came.  That’s how you were going to force me to stay on the path to heaven.  I was right about the “bad thing,” it was my short life span, but you didn’t keep that from me so that I would die without asking for more time, you kept it from me because it wouldn’t apply to me anymore, not after you sacrificed yourself by killing him. I was so angry with you…it’s the reason I decided to give Darren a chance.  I’m so sorry.”  I was looking down again.  “You’re always trying to protect me...” I whispered.

He forced a smile. “Maybe I shouldn’t have underestimated your detective skills after all.”

Another wordless moment passed, both of us lost in thought.  I was wondering what tonight might have been like if we had never went to the beach that night, if I had never told him about my getting memories.

“Ana?” he asked.

“Yes?”

“Do you truly love him?”

I dropped my eyes before meeting his again.  I nodded.

Defeat and acceptance settled into those stunning green eyes and my heart nearly broke anew.  “Then ensuring your safety will be my one reason for living.  I won’t fail in that.”

He made another move to leave.

“I’ll…I’ll miss you,” I said.  My goal tonight was to make him understand that I was choosing Darren.  Only, succeeding in that made me feel like a failure in everything else.  Choosing another boy while he gave up his life to keep me safe wasn’t okay.  It wasn’t fair to him at all.  None of this was.  He deserved so much more than me.

“Then think of Nadia,” he replied. “I pray that if your memories ever do return, that her memory might bring you some comfort.  I didn’t deserve you.  Goodbye, my love.”

“Nadia…” spoke London’s voice in my head.  The world around me began to fade until suddenly I was lying in bed, with Tristan in front of me.  My stomach was large; I was pregnant, and he had his hands on me, trying to feel the baby kick.  There was a joy in me unlike I had ever experienced, a contentment, a feeling of fulfillment.  I looked into his smiling face and said, “If for any reason we ever drift apart, or if I’m just plain angry with you, remind me of this moment, of the happiness that I feel right here, right now.”

He gave me a full smile.  “I’ll hold you to that.”

I laughed and slid my hand over his.  “I know you were against having a baby, Tristan. I just wanted to give you something, a piece of me to have after I’m gone.  I know it’s hard for you when I’m not here, so baby Nadia—I’m certain it’s a girl, no matter what you say—will be here for you.”

The memory shifted and now I was alone in my bed.  I had a craving for some strawberries and though I could hear Tristan’s warning in my mind, reminding me that the doctor had ordered me to remain in bed, I got up anyway.  As I tried to take on the stairs, my foot slipped and I tumbled down the staircase.  I was with the doctor when I woke up.  He took a hold of my hand and told me that I’d lost the baby.

Again the memory shifted.  I was waiting for Tristan to come home now and I found myself terrified of how angry he would be.  I knew that there weren’t enough words to say that I was sorry for losing his child, it was unforgivable.  I had finally done the thing to push him away—to change the way he felt about me.  As I soon as I saw him I burst into tears, I could tell by the pain in his face that someone had already told him what happened.

Tristan came over and laid his arms around me.  “Now, Nadia will be my gift to you.  When our forever finally does end, and you are able to ascend to a place that I cannot follow, she’ll be there waiting for you.  And if you should ever find yourself lonely or missing me, then you will always have a piece of me in her.”

It was the moment that I realized that his love was unconditional, that he would never leave me, and I vowed then, to make myself his forever.

When the memory was over, Tristan was gone.  Instead it was London who faced me now.  Her wings were bright and lit up my face and room.

“Why?” I asked.  “I don’t understand.  I did what you wanted.  I said goodbye to him.”

London looked at me with sympathy in her eyes.  “Too little, too late.  Bringing Tristan here was a test of your commitment to your purpose—all you had to do was let him go.  The others would have been satisfied with that.  But you failed and now they’ve lost faith in you. We’ve done so much to make this easier and still you chose him.”  She sighed and shook her head.  “You’ll be on your own now.  They won’t let me help you anymore.  I can only remind you that the future’s already been laid out.  Only two paths are available, and both will ultimately yield the same result.  Either you will fail and watch Darren die, or you will succeed and see Tristan dead because of it.  That’s your choice now.  It didn’t have to be like this, you were supposed to do the right thing. I made it so easy for you, Ana.”

“I just couldn’t,” I replied.

“I know,” she answered sadly. “If no one knows, I do.  It has been a privilege to share these lives with you. You will always hold a place in my heart no matter what happens next.”

I wasn’t looking for a goodbye.  I wanted to know why she’d done this to me.  “I didn’t want to remember, London. I was happy the way I was.”

“I care too much about you to let you face what’s coming unprepared.  Daemon’s given the order, Ana.  The vampires are coming… by the thousands.  You need to be ready.  Tough times are ahead.  You’ve only got three days…”

With that, the room darkened, and London looked human again. She put her arms around me and images began to flash in my head of all the faces she’d worn during our many lifetimes together.  Wiping tears from her eyes, she said goodbye for the final time, and then waved to me as she disappeared into a flash of light.

Without hesitation, I reached out to Tristan.  “You said once that I was your Wendy, and that you were my Peter Pan.  You told me that you would never grow old, and that you would never stop searching for my window, wherever it might be the next time. We’d continue to have our adventures, our own personal Neverland.  Well here I am Tristan, find me one last time.”

I had only waited minutes before he swept onto my balcony.  His eyes were wide and hopeful and he took my hands.  “How much do you remember?” he asked.

“Absolutely everything,” I replied.  “Let’s have Neverland for one last night.”

He smiled, and I could feel the tension in his soul ease.

I was still Ana, only there was so much more to me now.  That initial fear that I’d expressed to London was dissipating as I stared into Tristan’s eyes.  Understanding was taking its place.  It was as though I had never truly known myself before, and I guess I hadn’t.  My other incarnations didn’t seem so strange and foreign anymore, they were just me in a slightly different light. And I could remember things—events that I’d read about in history class and places that no longer existed—back to the beginning of time.  I could remember the indescribable wonder that was heaven.  I could also remember my heaven on earth—Tristan.

I had fallen from perfect goodness and Tristan had risen from the blackest evil.  Our souls had met somewhere in the in-between, completing the broken half of the other.  I had been cast out by the other angels until I fulfilled my purpose.  I felt terribly alone, the closest I could come to home was to spread my wings every now and then and dance the way we danced in heaven.  Tristan, who was hiding in the grass on one of those days, watched me and was made to feel again.   He credited me with preserving his newfound goodness, but he wasn’t aware that he’d saved my own as well.  He saved me from my loneliness, and from the grating bitterness that being cast out created in me.  He reminded me why it was that we angels loved mankind so much—he was flawed but wanted to be good, fought to be so. Our love would fight too, refusing to die, even when I did, even when I couldn’t remember.

But we always knew that this night would come.  Our forever was destined to only ever be temporary.  Tomorrow, our fairy tale would really be over.  Daemon was coming to us; there would be no more running from my purpose.  Tomorrow meant warning the haven of an unavoidable war with the vampires and all of the worry and fear that came along with it.  How could that many get here unnoticed?  How could we face them once they did?  Would the haven unite despite me?  Was I truly up to this?

I couldn’t worry about those questions tonight.  I wouldn’t.  But there was still the question of Darren.  Well, it wasn’t a question really.  He was my choice.  He was, to this point, the love of my life—this lifetime anyway.  I still felt those feelings for him, even now.  He was another reason I couldn’t fail this time, because he had to live.  Tristan was fated to be my past after my encounter with Daemon, one way or the other.  But if I could succeed in defeating him somehow, then Darren would get to be my future.

Tonight wasn’t about the future.  It was about honoring the past—the boy that I’ve loved with the whole of my being. My soul mate, my companion.  The clock in our fairy tale was about to strike midnight, leaving us time enough for one last adventure—one final night of being without a care, to pretend as though the whole world consisted of only the two of us.

“Thank you,” he whispered.  He took me into his arms and we disappeared into the night.
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