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				Yesterday, I felt happy. Not my usual everyday glow, but a wild, fierce happiness that ran along my veins like fire.

				I would have known, even without the slight tug of the bond between us, that it came from you. It felt like you. What were you doing? Where were you yesterday?

				I’m glad you’re happy, Damon.

				I miss you. Thanks to the bond the Guardians forged, we’re never really far away from each other. I’m constantly aware of you, with a low-level hum of Damon-ness running through me. But I’d like to see you in person.

				I can’t believe it’s been four years. I think of how we said goodbye, that last evening at Dalcrest, the bond between our auras so new, and how I cried, and I keep wishing I could have convinced you to stay.

				Stefan misses you too. We keep saying that soon we’ll take a few weeks and come find you, wherever you happen to be. Stefan can show me around streets he hasn’t walked for centuries, and you can take us to the hottest nightclubs, and we’ll all be together again. Family.

				Sometimes I feel like I’m losing so much of my past. Aunt Judith told me yesterday that she wants to sell our house in Fell’s Church and move to Richmond. It makes sense: Robert won’t have so far to commute, and my little sister can go to a terrific school in the city. And after all, I don’t live there any more.

				But I can’t help remembering how my mother and I redecorated my bedroom there before she died, how many nights Bonnie and Meredith and Caroline and I spent there, having sleepovers and telling secrets. How you and Stefan each held me in your arms there, at different times and for different reasons.

				I can say goodbye to that house, even though it hurts, but I can’t say goodbye to you too. Please, Damon, promise me we’ll see each other again.

				Elena Gilbert groaned and ran her fingers through her long blonde hair. Why was it so hard to get to the point? She was getting distracted by her emotions, when she had meant to email Damon for a reason.

				But you already know I miss you, she typed. Now there’s something I have to warn you about.

				Elena looked up from the laptop, glancing around her living room. Everything in her and Stefan’s apartment was serene. Warm, golden lamplight illuminated the pale walls lined with framed reproductions from art exhibits she and Stefan had attended: an abstract of a couple embracing, their bodies melting into each other; a stern-faced Renaissance angel; a field full of wildflowers. Elena’s little sister, Margaret, grinned up from her elementary school graduation picture on a table by the couch; in another photo, Bonnie and Elena stood in silver bridesmaids’ gowns on either side of Meredith, whose face was lit up in a rare smile. Heavy brocaded curtains covered the windows, shutting out the darkness. Sammy, their long-furred white cat, stretched out luxuriously across the couch cushions, only a sliver of one golden eye showing he was awake.

				On the top of a heavy mahogany cabinet rested the small collection of things Stefan had carried with him through all his years of roaming the world: a few gold coins, an ivory-hilted dagger, a stone cup mounted in silver, a gold pendant watch and a small iron coffer. And finally, the most recent addition to his treasures: a silky apricot-coloured hair ribbon, stained with mud, which Elena had once lost in a graveyard.

				Elena remembered when she’d first seen these objects in Stefan’s rooms in Fell’s Church, back when he had been a mysterious, almost frightening, stranger. Now she knew the story behind each of them, understood all these talismans of Stefan’s past.

				The quiet apartment was practically the exact opposite of wherever Damon was right now, which was probably full of bright lights and fast cars. Elena had been so restless for so long – but, here, in the home she and Stefan had made together, she was content.

				Of course, they were never completely safe. But since Klaus’s defeat five years before, nothing more dangerous than a rogue young werewolf or newly made vampire had been drawn to the ley lines that crossed the Dalcrest area. They’d had to go further afield to fight true evil; here they felt protected.

				And she was happy. Mostly.

				There was just . . . a persistent sense of danger that had been creeping up on her lately, invading her dreams with shadows, tugging insistently at the corners of her mind. And in the middle of this danger, she repeatedly sensed Damon’s dark, fiery presence.

				Frowning, she began to type again.

				Wherever you are now, Damon, please be careful. I just know that something is wrong. I’ve tried and tried to find out what it is – stretched my Guardian Powers to their limit and even called Andrés in Costa Rica to see if he knew a way to pinpoint what I’m sensing – but I can’t figure it out.

				All I know is that something awful is going to happen. And, somehow, you’re involved. Please, Damon, be careful. I need you to be safe.

				Elena hit ‘send’ on the email just as a key rattled in the lock. Sammy leaped from the couch in one smooth flow of movement. Elena jumped up too, and hurried towards the door.

				‘Stefan!’ she exclaimed, pulling it open. ‘Welcome home!’

				Even though Stefan felt as familiar and as essential as breathing by now, sometimes the sight of him still knocked Elena back a step. He was just so beautiful, with his classical Roman profile, his dark curls that made her want to tangle her fingers in them. His bottom lip dipped into a sensual curve as he smiled at her, his face opening in a way only Elena ever got to see, and she ran forward to kiss him. She threw all her love into the kiss and felt Stefan’s love in response, warm and reassuring.

				Sammy twined around their ankles, sniffing Stefan, and then stalked away, his tail waving.

				Finally Elena pulled back to look Stefan over and saw that, despite the dark shadows under his leaf-green eyes, his face was serene. The hunt had gone well then. He was safe; Meredith was safe. Elena sighed gratefully and laid her head against Stefan’s shoulder. He was home, and everything would be OK.

				His arms tightened around her. The leather of his jacket was smooth under her cheek. Then she felt something sticky against her face. ‘Stefan?’ she asked, pulling back and touching the wet spot on his black leather jacket. Her fingers came away red with blood. ‘Stefan?’ she asked again, her voice rising, and began to feel frantically over his chest and sides, looking for injuries.

				‘Elena, it’s OK.’ Stefan took her hands. ‘It’s not my blood.’ His smile widened. ‘We killed Celine.’

				Elena sucked in a breath of surprise. They’d been hunting Celine for months. She was an Old One, one of the Original vampires – an ancient, vicious monster who’d stalked the night of every continent for countless centuries. Celine was the last of the three Old Ones they’d been able to find traces of, the last they’d needed to kill to make this part of the world safe.

				At first, Elena had tracked her with Stefan and Meredith . . .

				‘Watch your head,’ Stefan told Elena, holding back a trailing vine for her to duck under. Behind it was an ominous, dark opening, the entrance to a hidden cave. Meredith followed them inside, her stave held at shoulder level in one hand, ready to strike. Stefan’s stave dangled more carelessly, held loosely in his grip.

				‘Celine’s here; I’m sure of it,’ Elena said. She could feel the Old One’s presence, could see the trail of Celine’s aura, peacock blue twisted with gold and black, tarnished with the sickening rust red of old blood. ‘She’s really powerful,’ Elena whispered. ‘And she knows we’re coming.’

				‘Terrific,’ Meredith muttered. They carefully felt their way down the tunnel, half blind in the darkness, Stefan leading the way. The ground was rocky and uneven underfoot. Elena pressed her hands against the cold stone walls to keep from falling. The tunnel led deeper and deeper underground, and Elena breathed slowly, trying not to think about the tons of earth and stone above her.

				‘It’s OK,’ Stefan murmured, squeezing her hand. ‘She can’t hurt you.’ Nothing supernatural could hurt Elena – a benefit of her Guardian Powers, and one they had to keep secret.

				On the silver spikes at the ends of each stave was a telltale darkness – tiny amounts of Elena’s own blood, poison to any Old One. Only her blood would kill Celine; only she could track Celine’s aura. And she could feel her other Guardian Powers readying for the fight, gathering like thunderclouds.

				Elena was ready. She wasn’t afraid, she told herself fiercely. Stefan was right. Nothing supernatural could kill her.

				They stepped cautiously round a curve in the tunnel and blinked, dazzled by a sudden flood of light. The sun shone through an opening somewhere high overhead, hitting the crystals that studded the cavern’s walls, sending brilliant shafts of light everywhere. It took Elena a moment to realise there was a figure in the middle of the room, a pillar of darkness in the light.

				The vampire stood as still and upright as a statue, her thick dark hair hanging heavy and long around her shoulders. Her aura swirled around her, tracing gold and rust red across her features, as though she were dripping with blood. She looked young, her face smooth and serene – until she raised her eyes to meet Elena’s.

				Her eyes were dark, empty – and old, very old. These were eyes that had seen civilisations rise from tiny villages to great cities and then fall into ashes, over and over again. Celine’s delicate eyebrows arched, expectant and amused, as she gazed at them.

				Elena stayed still in the entrance while Stefan and Meredith fanned out, heading in opposite directions along the side of the cavern, their staves poised, watching for their chance. Celine was too powerful for them to attack head-on, but if she were distracted, or if Elena used her Guardian Power against her . . . Meredith caught Elena’s eye, and Elena reached for her Power, understanding. Could she hold the Old One still long enough for one of the others to strike?

				Celine stayed motionless, those cruel dark eyes fixed only on Elena. She can’t hurt me, Elena reminded herself. She took a deep breath and managed to snag the right trigger for her Power, like pulling a string. The energy gathering in her mind began to coalesce. She centred it, feeling the Power as solid as an arrow, directing it at Celine.

				The Old One’s lips quirked into a smile. ‘I don’t think so, little Guardian,’ she said, her voice rich with laughter. ‘I know your secret.’

				She raised one hand and made a quick plucking gesture at the ceiling. A heavy crack rang out through the air as the stone ceiling above them began to split.

				‘Elena, run!’ Stefan shouted. Before she could move, the rocks began plummeting down.

				‘Stefan . . .’ she managed to say, just as everything went black.

				Elena winced, remembering how she’d woken up with a bad concussion, Celine long gone. After that, Stefan and Meredith had refused to let her come on the hunts. Since Celine somehow knew Elena could be killed by natural means – like a rock slide – but not supernatural ones, they thought it was too dangerous to let her get anywhere near the Old One. Elena had wielded her Guardian Powers from a distance, just as Bonnie and Alaric had researched and used magic to try to track Celine.

				But now Celine was dead.

				Ignoring the bloodstains, Elena tugged Stefan to her and kissed him, tenderly at first and then more deeply. ‘You did it. You’re wonderful,’ she murmured against his lips.

				She felt his mouth twitch into a smile, and he pulled back, cupping her cheek in one hand as he looked into her eyes, his clear-eyed gaze so full of love that Elena felt light-headed. ‘We couldn’t have done it without you,’ he said.

				‘Well, yeah,’ Elena joked, glancing down at the slim leather case at their feet that held Stefan’s stave, its tiny silver hypodermics at each end filled with her deadly blood.

				‘More than just that,’ Stefan said, shaking his head. ‘I couldn’t have done any of this without you. Elena, everything I do is because of you.’ His eyes shone, and he ran his fingers softly over her cheek. ‘And you’re safe. This is the end. Now that Celine is dead, there are no more Old Ones.’

				‘Not that we know of,’ Elena said, twisting her lips ruefully. If there was one thing she had learned over the past few years, it was that it was never truly over.

				‘But we’re safe for now.’ He kissed her again, his body solid against hers. Elena let herself fall into the kiss. Their minds intertwined, sending each other love and desire, and then she reluctantly pulled away.

				‘We need to leave for Bonnie’s birthday party in a few minutes,’ she said firmly.

				Stefan smiled and pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head before stepping back. ‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘We’ve got plenty of time.’

				He headed for the bathroom to wash, his stride loose and relaxed.

				Elena looked after him thoughtfully. It was true. Now that Elena had drunk from the Fountain of Eternal Youth and Life, she would be beside Stefan for ever. They had all the time in the world.

				She knew she should be content. But with every steady beat of her heart, she couldn’t help returning to the apprehension in the back of her mind. Despite their shared immortality, despite Celine’s death, Elena had a bad feeling that time was running out.
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				[image: Chapletters.pdf]oday, Bonnie felt happy. She had woken up to Zander cooking her a delicious breakfast, and the sun shining in her honour, on what really felt like the first day of summer. And then her entire kindergarten class sang ‘Happy Birthday’ and presented her with a giant card that included twenty-one little painted handprints and twenty-one names, from Astrid to Zachary, printed in little-kid wobbly letters that she, Bonnie, had personally taught them to make over the course of the year.

				‘It was the cutest thing ever,’ Bonnie said, gazing happily around at her assembled friends. ‘One of the mums even baked me cupcakes.’

				And now she got to sit on a velvet chaise longue in a lovely bar full of Christmas lights and pink cocktails and enjoy herself.

				Meredith, elegant as ever in a classic black dress, handed Bonnie a bubbling glass of champagne as she sat down beside her. Meredith’s husband of six months, Alaric, patted Bonnie’s shoulder affectionately before turning to pull over a seat of his own.

				‘Your class sounds adorable,’ Meredith said. ‘But I think the cutest thing ever might be that you got Zander to come to a cocktail lounge called the Beauty Mark.’

				‘Zander likes to make me happy,’ Bonnie said simply. She glanced over to where her boyfriend straddled a tiny ornate golden chair with a pink leopard-print seat. She watched as Zander tilted the chair onto two legs and flung his arms wide, saying something to his Packmate Jared. The chair creaked and wobbled alarmingly under his weight. Bonnie winced. ‘It’s possible this isn’t his natural setting though,’ she admitted.

				Werewolf guys always seemed too big and rowdy to be inside, as if they might accidentally break things. Werewolf girls, on the other hand . . . Zander’s second in command, Shay, met Bonnie’s gaze and raised her own glass in a silent toast. Shay didn’t get to do girlie stuff much and looked like she was enjoying herself. Bonnie squinted a little, catching a glimmer from Shay’s pale skin. Was she wearing body glitter?

				‘Thank God Shay started dating Jared, right?’ Elena said, plopping down on Bonnie’s other side and following her gaze. Stefan, standing beside them, inclined his head to Bonnie in what was almost a formal bow.

				‘Happy birthday, Bonnie,’ he said solemnly, handing her two packages. The larger one was wrapped in polka-dot paper and tied with a pink bow; the smaller was much heavier and wrapped in a dark silk that shimmered with subtle rainbows.

				‘The big one’s from us,’ Elena said. ‘The other one’s from Damon. He sent it to us to give to you.’

				‘Ooh, thank you,’ Bonnie said, looking at the packages with interest. She’d never gotten a gift from Damon before, but she had a feeling it would be something special. Damon was so elegant, so sophisticated, so intriguing, with his sleek dark hair and sharp smile that every so often softened for Bonnie . . . he was unlikely to give a girl, say, a DVD. Not that there was anything wrong with a DVD.

				She politely opened Elena and Stefan’s present first: a delicate filmy top she’d had her eye on when she’d gone shopping with Elena a couple of weeks earlier. ‘Gorgeous,’ she said with a wink, holding it up to herself amid a chorus of approval. ‘Thank you so much.’ She held out her wrist to Elena and Meredith, showing them a bracelet of gold filigree dotted with semi-precious stones. ‘Look at what Zander gave me! And he got me about a year’s supply of dittany of Crete – a herb, for charm making,’ she added, for Elena’s benefit. ‘It’s really hard to find. He must have had to order it especially for me.’

				‘It’s beautiful,’ Elena said, and Meredith nodded approvingly. For such a guy’s guy, Bonnie reflected, Zander was surprisingly good at buying presents for a girl. At least if that girl was Bonnie.

				She couldn’t concentrate on Zander’s many wonderful qualities just now though, not with a mysterious package from Damon in her lap, waiting to be opened.

				She carefully unwrapped the silk. Inside was a small, rounded box that fit perfectly in the palm of her hand. It looked almost like a river rock, polished grey with a slight blue sheen to it. Opening the box, she found inside a delicate carved bird, in the same bluish-grey material, on a thin silver chain. There was also a note on thick, creamy paper, folded small.

				‘Wow,’ Elena said, bending to peer more closely at the bird. ‘What is it? It looks old.’

				Bonnie unfolded the note.

				My little redbird, Damon’s elegant script read. Congratulations on reaching the age of twenty-four. It’s still ridiculously young, but at least you’re not a child any more. The enclosed comes from Egypt, and is older even than me. The bird is a falcon. A witch I met in Luxor tells me that it represents power, wisdom and guardianship – all of which I wish for you. Be strong, be wise, be safe.

				Bonnie smiled. Damon could be surprisingly sweet and sentimental sometimes.

				Underneath, in a different ink, scribbled in as if he’d added it at the last minute, was:

				I hear you’re still running around with the overgrown wolf boy. Tell him to behave himself or he’ll answer to me.

				Still sort of sweet, Bonnie decided, and tucked the note in her pocket.

				‘Here, let me fasten it.’ Zander came over and swept her hair aside, hooking the necklace firmly and then placing a swift kiss on the back of her neck.

				‘Damon called you an overgrown wolf boy,’ Bonnie told him. ‘You’re supposed to behave yourself.’

				‘Aw, he mentioned me?’ Zander said affably. ‘I’m touched.’

				Jared snorted, and Shay’s eyes narrowed. Most of Zander’s Pack had never really understood Damon.

				Or, Bonnie admitted to herself, they’d understood him too well. When the Pack had met Damon, he’d been going through a . . . difficult time. Truthfully, he’d been dangerous, and despite the fact that he’d fought beside them once or twice against greater threats, the small band of Original werewolves that protected the Dalcrest area didn’t trust him.

				But now that the Guardians had connected him and Elena, he wasn’t so dangerous any more. Because if Damon ever harmed a human, it would hurt Elena. If he killed anyone, Elena would die. And anyone who had seen Damon’s fierce desperation when Elena was in danger knew he would never hurt her.

				Besides, Bonnie thought pragmatically, the falcon weighing cool against her neck, it seemed like Damon was gone for good. Part of her missed him – there’d always been a special connection between her and Damon – but it might be better here without him. It was certainly calmer.

				‘Matt’s here,’ Stefan said, glancing up from murmuring into Elena’s ear. You could never surprise a vampire, Bonnie thought wryly.

				But now they all saw Matt working his way over to their corner of the bar. He kissed Bonnie on the cheek and handed her a small package. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Happy birthday. Sorry I’m late.’

				‘No problem,’ Bonnie said, surreptitiously feeling the present to see what it was. A DVD, she thought. ‘Where’s Jasmine?’

				Matt grimaced. ‘She really wanted to come, but she’s on call for the emergency room,’ he said. ‘She said to tell you happy birthday and she’ll take you out to lunch sometime next week instead.’

				‘It’s a pretty good excuse,’ Bonnie said. ‘You know, come to Bonnie’s birthday drinks or be ready when they need you to save lives.’

				‘Since Jasmine couldn’t come,’ Matt said, smiling at Meredith and Stefan, ‘you can tell me what happened with Celine. She’s dead?’

				That was the one problem with Jasmine, Bonnie thought, taking a swig of her drink. She’d been dating Matt for a couple of years, and everyone really liked her, but she didn’t know the truth about him, about all of them. Jasmine knew Bonnie liked fortune-telling, herbs and ‘New Agey’ stuff, but she didn’t know she was really a witch. She knew Alaric had a doctorate in paranormal studies and folklore, but she didn’t know any of that was real either; she just thought he was an academic. And she sure didn’t know the truth about Stefan, or Zander and his friends, or Elena. She didn’t even know Matt, not really, how he’d fought evil again and again, how strong and brave he was. She just thought he was a nice, ordinary guy.

				Maybe Bonnie needed to slow down on the champagne cocktails, because she opened her mouth and heard herself say loudly, ‘Matt. How can you love Jasmine when she doesn’t even know who you are?’

				Matt’s face stiffened, his mouth forming a tight line, and a hot flush of embarrassment ran over Bonnie. Wasn’t she ever going to learn to keep her mouth shut? After a moment, Matt said stiffly, ‘It’s safer for her this way.’ His light-blue gaze met hers. ‘I just want Jasmine to have a normal life.’

				Bonnie’s throat tightened. She remembered when she and Zander had finally told each other the truth about themselves, more than five years ago. How she’d held his hand, nervous. Normal is overrated, she’d told him, and they’d kissed, sweetly and honestly, everything open between them. She couldn’t imagine keeping secrets from someone she loved for so long.

				She managed to smile at Matt, although the smile felt pinched on her face, and nodded, blinking away the stinging in her eyes. ‘OK,’ she said in a small voice.

				There were an awkward few moments of silence.

				‘Anyway,’ Meredith said with a brittle little laugh. ‘Since you asked . . .’ She began to describe to Matt the battle she and Stefan had fought with Celine.

				It was a dramatic story. There were secret passages and close calls and much use of Meredith’s skills and Stefan’s vampire speed and strength before they’d even gotten close to Celine. But finally they’d tracked her down in Atlanta, evaded her vampire soldiers and killed her with Elena’s magic blood.

				The first two times they’d told the story tonight, Bonnie had been hanging on Meredith and Stefan’s every word.

				This time, though, she politely stifled a yawn and glanced around. Everyone else was still riveted. Even Alaric, who was usually Bonnie’s compatriot in being more interested in the magical side of fighting monsters than the physical side, was asking intelligent questions about weaponry.

				She sighed, dutifully fixing her eyes back on Meredith. It was possible, Bonnie admitted to herself, that she was a little bit jealous. They hadn’t asked her for help at all in tracking down Celine.

				Bonnie was good at fighting evil. It was just that, as her friends had become even more superpowered – faster, stronger, in Elena’s case immortal – it was possible that they didn’t really need her.

				Bonnie pushed the feeling away and took another sip of her drink. Stop being ridiculous, she told herself firmly.

				Meredith was reaching the end of her story – Stefan was about to cut Celine’s head off, as the Old One writhed in her death spasms – when Zander caught Bonnie’s eye and suddenly hopped to his feet, knocking his tiny gilt chair over with a clatter.

				‘Whoops,’ he said, winking at Bonnie as he sauntered closer. She grinned back at him. Maybe she hadn’t been doing as good a job of hiding her emotions as she’d thought. ‘Time to toast the birthday girl,’ he announced, and everyone climbed to their feet.

				‘OK,’ Zander said thoughtfully. ‘I’ll go first. What is there to say about Bonnie McCullough that you don’t all know already?’ He pulled her closer, wrapping a warm, strong arm around her shoulder, and she leaned happily into him. ‘Well, there was the first night we moved into our apartment. It felt weird being in this brand-new place, and I couldn’t sleep. But then Bonnie started telling me all about these myths she’d been reading about selkies. She was so smart and looked so gorgeous with the moonlight shining on her, that I would have fallen in love with her right then and there if I wasn’t already fully and completely in love. And I thought, as I fell asleep, Moving in with Bonnie is the best decision I ever made.’ He kissed her briefly, the corners of his sea-blue eyes crinkling affectionately, and raised his glass. ‘Which of course I already knew. To Bonnie!’

				They all drank, and then Meredith cleared her throat. ‘I couldn’t have gotten through the wedding without Bonnie,’ she said. Her olive cheeks flushed slightly as she added, ‘You all know what my parents are like. When I couldn’t stand them taking over the wedding planning any more, Bonnie and Elena would kidnap me and take me somewhere on a ‘sanity outing’. The very best sanity outing was Bonnie’s idea.’

				Elena started to laugh. ‘This was completely Bonnie’s idea.’

				‘They took me to the batting cages down at the park,’ Meredith went on, ‘and slapped a batting helmet on me and turned on the machine, and I whammed balls around until I didn’t feel like running off to Vegas to elope any more. And Bonnie sat there and shouted advice at me and bought me a hot dog when I was done.’ She slung an arm round Bonnie and hugged her tightly, pressing a cool cheek to hers. ‘Best friends ever.’

				‘Me next,’ Elena said, as Meredith let go of Bonnie. ‘So, as you’ll recall, Bonnie and Meredith and I spent all four years of college rooming together. When we graduated last summer, it was’ – she shrugged – ‘scary. We weren’t going to be there for each other every minute any more. That last night, Bonnie decided we were going to have a slumber party just like the ones we had in junior high. We did one another’s hair and nails and prank-called our boyfriends—’

				‘I was very surprised,’ Alaric added solemnly.

				‘It was a silly night,’ Elena said, ‘and it took Meredith and me a little while to get into the spirit of it, but Bonnie coaxed us along and it ended up being perfect. Sisterhood.’ As Elena raised her glass, Bonnie suddenly remembered how Elena had looked that night, her usually perfect hair in a hundred sloppy braids, laughing in pink pyjamas. Elena, she thought, needed to laugh more.

				‘Velociraptor sisterhood,’ she corrected, and Elena smiled at their old private joke.

				Matt stepped forward a little. ‘My favourite memory of Bonnie this year is from Alaric and Meredith’s wedding,’ he said. ‘Jasmine was still feeling awkward around you guys – she knew we’d been friends for a long time, and I guess it’s weird for new people—’

				‘It is,’ Zander agreed loudly. ‘And Jasmine and I are both awesome.’

				Bonnie shushed him. ‘We’re talking about me now, honey.’

				‘Anyway,’ Matt went on. ‘At the reception, Bonnie took Jasmine under her wing, and before I knew it she was out dancing with all the girls and having a great time.’

				‘Her dance moves put me to shame,’ Bonnie told him. Jasmine had looked gorgeous that night, her short teal dress setting off her long dark curls and caramel-coloured skin. Most beautiful of all, though, had been the way her eyes shone every time she looked at Matt. Matt deserved someone who saw how great he was, Bonnie thought, and so she’d tried really hard to make Jasmine comfortable.

				When Matt fell in love, he fell hard and for the long haul, and he hadn’t had much luck in the past. Even if he wouldn’t tell Jasmine the whole truth about himself, Bonnie wanted them to work out, for his sake.

				Stefan raised his glass. ‘Bonnie, when I first met you, you seemed so sweet and innocent and young. I didn’t take you as seriously as I should have. But it wasn’t long before I came to realise how wrong that was. You are spontaneous and intuitive and have a warm, loving heart. Here’s to your twenty-fourth year being even better than the last.’

				All Bonnie’s friends were smiling at her, their glasses held up to toast, and she smiled back, warmed by the combined affection of their gazes. It was fine. Even if she wasn’t essential to the monster fighting, she knew everyone loved her.

				Today, Bonnie was happy.
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				[image: Chapletters.pdf]ou’re being very boring, you know,’ Katherine called up to Damon from the piazza. ‘Come join us.’ Damon languidly waved at her from the balcony without looking up from the screen of his laptop. The sun had just set, but some light still lingered; dark shadows spread across the floor.

				Something awful is going to happen, he read. I need you to be safe. He closed the laptop without replying to Elena’s message and leaned back in his chair, frowning a little.

				Then he felt for his connection with Elena – tentatively, as if he were lowering himself slowly into a deep, swirling river. The bond between them was always there, but Damon had gotten better at keeping it in the background, a mere comforting hum reminding him Elena’s there. Elena’s there, and she’s fine.

				But now he let his barriers fall. The sense of ELENAELENAELENA hit him like a tidal wave, and Damon went under for a minute, his senses flooded by Elena’s emotions, Elena’s essence. He could almost smell her: her pomegranate body wash, the faint coconut scent of her shampoo, and underneath it all the warm, tantalising smell of Elena’s rich blood. He caught a flash of quick images from her: the red of Bonnie’s hair, something shiny glittering at the edge of Elena’s vision. She was content right now, he realised, enjoying herself, and that told him all he needed to know. She was fine, and his brother, Stefan, was safe. Whatever new disaster was hovering at the edges of Elena’s life, and of Damon’s own, it had not yet arrived.

				Maybe it never would. There would always be danger; Damon had accepted that centuries ago. And threats rarely came when you were expecting them. Even a Guardian like Elena could be wrong.

				He stood up and stretched with a liquid grace, pushing his connection with Elena back to the edge of his consciousness. Sometimes, in the very early morning when he was settling to rest, Damon would open himself all the way to Elena just to feel her with him, the sense of her flooding through him as he lay back on his silken sheets. Usually she was sleeping then, deep in the dark of a Virginia night, and Damon could lose himself in Elena’s dreams.

				But touching Elena’s mind like that always left a strange ache in Damon’s chest afterwards, so he tried to resist as long as he could. He didn’t quite know what the sensation was. It couldn’t be loneliness, because Damon was never lonely.

				He wandered to the edge of the balcony and looked down into the piazza below. There were a few tables set around the grand fountain in the middle of the square, but only one was occupied. Katherine was not in the mood to mix with the locals, and so the locals had found themselves deciding to stay inside tonight.

				Katherine looked up at him, her long golden hair falling over the back of her chair, and beckoned imperiously. Beside her, her current boyfriend, Roberto, glanced at Damon and then down at the table. ‘Come here,’ she said. ‘It’s time for dinner.’

				Sometimes Damon couldn’t believe he was still travelling with Katherine. He had never expected to see her again. But then, two years ago while wandering the streets of Tokyo, he’d caught sight of her through the crowd, felt the familiar brush of her mind, and she’d turned and smiled at him. He hadn’t mistaken her for Elena – he never did, although they looked so much alike. And somehow, even after everything they’d been through, it had felt like the most natural thing in the world to cut through the crowd and take her hand. After all, he’d spent most of his long life loving her.

				They’d been travelling together since then. And this much could be said for Katherine: she was infuriating at times, selfish and conceited, but she was never, ever dull.

				More quickly than a human eye could have followed, Damon gracefully dropped from the balcony to the piazza below, his feet landing cat-soft on its cobblestones. Katherine smiled at him and patted the seat of the chair next to her.

				‘I’m starving,’ Roberto said sulkily, as Damon sat. ‘Where’s the waitress?’

				Roberto was always complaining, always on edge. Damon remembered what it was like to be a young vampire, restless and unable to settle, but surely he had never been as petulant as Katherine’s latest toy. At least, Damon consoled himself, Roberto wouldn’t be with them for long.

				He wasn’t the first handsome young man Katherine had picked up in their travels. There’d been Hiro in Tokyo and Sven in Stockholm, Nigel in London – Damon had actually liked Nigel, who’d at least had a sense of humour – and Jean-Paul in Paris. Roberto, with his dark hair and cleanly cut features, was just the latest. After a while Katherine always left them behind.

				But for now she was still enjoying her new toy, and so Damon would tolerate him. Katherine patted Roberto on the arm soothingly. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Here she comes.’ A pretty girl from the restaurant at one side of the piazza was hurrying towards their table, carrying a tray piled high with food and drink.

				Damon smiled briefly at the girl as she placed a platter of figs and prosciutto before him. Picking up one of the ripe, firm fruits wrapped in salty meat, he bit into it and licked his lips. He didn’t have to eat human food, of course, but sometimes he enjoyed the novelty of it.

				‘Bianca, come here,’ Katherine said to the waitress.

				The waitress came and stood beside Katherine’s chair, her face half eager and half shy. ‘Si, signorina?’ she said breathlessly. ‘You want – you want something from me?’

				‘Yes.’ Katherine stood and cupped the girl’s face gently, gazing into her eyes. Damon felt a whisper of her Power. ‘You remember what I want,’ she said softly, soothingly. ‘It’s all right with you. In fact, you’ll enjoy it. Afterwards, you won’t remember anything about this until I tell you to. You’ll just know that you want to do whatever makes us happy.’

				‘Of course, yes.’ The girl nodded enthusiastically, her long chestnut hair falling across her face, brushing over Katherine’s hand. ‘Whatever you want.’ She held out a hand to Roberto and he took it, cradling it against him as he bit deeply into her wrist and began to drink from the vein there.

				Katherine turned Bianca’s face towards Damon, both girls gazing at him with wide, untroubled eyes. ‘Do you want some?’ Katherine asked. ‘I’m the one who’s compelled her, so it won’t violate your precious agreement with the Guardians.’

				Damon flinched involuntarily, then covered his reaction with a smile. Taking a sip from his bubbling glass of prosecco, he shook his head. ‘I don’t want her,’ he said coolly, and watched, his face carefully blank and bored, as Katherine angled the girl’s head and sank her fangs smoothly into Bianca’s neck while Roberto continued to suck steadily at her wrist.

				He could, technically, have drunk from the girl. Katherine was right: his deal with the Guardians was that Damon could not compel people to let him feed on them, not without hurting Elena. He could have spent eternity following Katherine, or any other vampire, around the world, feeding on humans they’d compelled for him, like a parasite. But the very notion disgusted him. He was Damon Salvatore, and he was no one’s parasite.

				Besides, he was doing just fine on his own.

				Damon looked up to see Vittoria coming towards him, skirting around the fountain where the dancing water reflected the lights of the piazza and made soft shadows across her skin. She was young, a university student, and still lived with her parents; she would have had to lie to them about where she was going. Her dark curls were knotted in a loose bun at the nape of her neck and she held herself very straight, walking with the grace of a dancer. He got to his feet to meet her.

				Vittoria glanced at Katherine and Roberto drinking steadily from Bianca, then walked round them gingerly, averting her gaze. She stopped to stand before Damon.

				‘It doesn’t hurt her,’ he said. ‘She’ll be all right; she won’t even remember.’

				‘I know,’ Vittoria said solemnly, her eyes wide and disconcertingly trusting. Damon held out his hand and Vittoria took it. Hand in hand, they crossed the piazza and sat on the edge of the fountain together.

				‘Are you sure about this?’ Damon said, tracing the shape of Vittoria’s fingers with his own. ‘I don’t love you; you know that.’

				‘I – I don’t mind,’ Vittoria said, her cheeks flushing. ‘What you do to me. I like it,’ she added in a hushed, half-embarrassed voice.

				‘As long as you’re sure,’ he told her, and she nodded, swallowing hard. Damon stroked a stray strand of hair back behind Vittoria’s ear and pulled her closer. His sensitive canines extended and sharpened, and, as gently as he knew how, Damon slid them into the vein at the side of Vittoria’s neck.

				She stiffened in pain and then relaxed against him, her blood bursting into his mouth like the juice of a ripe plum. It wasn’t as rich as Elena’s, but it was sweet, filling Damon’s mind with the images of young, soft-featured girls from his distant past, looking up at him with love and desire.

				He remembered how nervous he’d been when he’d left Elena, how worried that, if he couldn’t compel humans to let him feed, he would go hungry, or be reduced to stalking squirrels and foxes like his little brother. But it had turned out to be surprisingly easy.

				He couldn’t use his Power to compel human girls, but he could charm them. He could talk to them, flirt with them, smile into their eyes just as he had in Florence five hundred years ago, back when he was human and angling for nothing more than a kiss or two. It surprised him, how easily it came back to him. And he liked the girls he charmed into letting him feed, even loved each of them a little in his own way. Though he forgot them as soon as he and Katherine moved on.

				It was very late by the time he’d finished and released Vittoria. She brushed a shy kiss against his lips and hurried away with a murmured goodbye, twisting a silk scarf around her neck to hide the mark of his bite.

				Damon leaned back on his elbows and looked up at the stars. He felt someone sit down beside him, and shifted over to make room for Katherine.

				‘It’s a nice night,’ she said, and Damon nodded.

				‘Clear, too.’ He pointed. ‘Polaris, the North Star,’ he said. ‘Leda, the Swan. They don’t change, any more than we do.’

				Katherine laughed, a high, silvery sound like the ringing of a bell. ‘Oh, we change,’ she said. ‘Just look at us.’

				It was true, Damon thought, smiling despite himself at the challenge in her eyes. He’d known quite a few Katherines: the shy, clinging girl he’d met back home when he was human and she was newly made; the madwoman who’d pursued him to Fell’s Church; and then this harder, brighter Katherine who had become, strangely, a friend. And he wasn’t the angry young vampire who had woken on a cold stone slab beside his brother all those centuries ago, not any more.

				‘Perhaps you’re right,’ he admitted.

				‘Of course I’m right. Now, I’m thinking we should stay here for a while,’ Katherine said. ‘Roberto says the palazzo’s owner wants to sell. We could settle in.’

				Damon sighed. ‘Everyone here knows who we are already,’ he said. ‘You feed on anyone who catches your fancy. It’ll all end in pitchforks and torches, like a horror movie.’

				Katherine laughed again and patted his knee. ‘Nonsense,’ she said firmly. ‘They love us here. We haven’t killed anyone at all, thanks to your newfound morals. To them, we’re just the beautiful rich people in the palazzo who sleep all day.’

				Damon looked back up at the stars. Katherine was probably right; they were in no danger. He imagined staying here for a few years: eating figs, tossing coins in the fountain, drinking from sweet Vittoria and eventually her replacement.

				But sooner or later they would leave and continue their wanderings across the globe: Beijing next, maybe, or Sydney. He’d never been to Australia. He would charm another girl into loving him, taste the richness of her blood, be irritated by Katherine’s latest love, gaze up at the stars. They were all the same after a while, Damon thought, all the places of the world.

				‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said finally, closing his eyes and reaching again for the faint thrum of Elena inside him. ‘Whatever you want.’
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