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 To my family.  


Quite a cliché I know, but it was you who told me to  never stop and it was you who never stopped asking  me how I was doing.  


I hope this first book will make you laugh, cry, dream  and scream as it did to me.
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Prologue




The rain showed no sign of stopping, and the banging of branches against my window certainly wasn’t helping me sleep. I tried to turn on the light to no avail, and let out a sigh. The power must have gone out, or the bulb had blown, and I had forgotten to replace it. Actually, I couldn’t recall ever asking anyone to do it. 

The noise at the window bothered me excessively. I got out of bed, only to step on a tangle of fur that let out an irritated meow before scratching me. Mum’s cat. The utterly stupid, furry cat, good for nothing but eating and consuming oxygen. I suppressed a scream as I threw a pillow at it, which hit the wardrobe. 

‘Stupid cat.’ It meowed again, but I decided to leave it alone, especially since I had no idea where it was hiding. I bent down to touch my burning ankle, and fortunately, I hadn’t started to bleed. I would have been better off cleaning it if only I’d managed to find the bathroom door. However, branches slammed against the window again, and I knew it would continue forever unless I cut back some stems. I had told Mum to do it even though she didn’t want to disturb her little birds.

For this reason, I had to endure the chirping in the morning and the branches at night. Maybe some warm milk would help, I thought. I decided to go downstairs, not before focusing again on Mum’s cat, wherever it was.

‘You, out.’

I left the door open, hoping the creature would obey my orders, and went downstairs. I found Mum engrossed in her phone, probably reading some last-minute news. She didn’t even notice me when I passed by to get some milk from the fridge, at least until she heard me slam the cupboard door. 

After I had grabbed a mug, she looked up.

‘Milk?’ She nodded, returning to her phone. This time, though, I noticed she had started to gnaw at a nail.

‘Bad news?’

‘A vampire attack, but the press thinks it’s a murderer.’

‘And couldn’t it be?’ Mum didn’t even look at me, turning the screen in my direction. A massacre, albeit composed of suitably edited photos to conceal the most gruesome details. No, even a human would have been more careful. That could only be a vampire, perhaps a newly turned one unable to control itself.

‘Your father has been sent to take care of it.’ Ah, that’s why she seemed so worried.

‘He’ll be… fine.’ But I didn’t even believe it myself. The sentence came out so flat that it couldn’t convince anyone. The umpteenth clap of thunder made me shudder, and I approached the stove to warm up the milk. That would be my life one day, yet I didn’t know whether to rejoice or not. Being able to fight would allow me to leave this house, but it also meant that vampires hadn’t yet been extinguished. No, I thought, I shouldn’t rejoice at all. The last time I left the house, my mother had gone insane, not because of the vampires circling but at the thought that I was in danger.

‘Be careful, it’s hot.’ I placed the cup on the table, still observing her phone. I didn’t think she would detach herself from it any time soon, especially if she wanted to ensure she found out as much as she could about the vampire.

It wouldn’t have helped anyone anyway; she would just get scared, try to contact my father, and then cry after not receiving any response from him. Same old story, same old fears.

‘Watching won’t help. Neither of us can do anything anyway.’ Other HUNTERS, our group, would have taken care of it, whoever was ready and marked to face the vampires. Still, I didn’t believe the vampire would have done anything that night, especially after attracting attention to that extent.

No, he wouldn’t have gone hunting again so soon.

‘Go back to sleep, honey, don’t worry.’ She was lost, caught up in waiting for news, and worried about my father. She wouldn’t have listened to me, not when the situation was such that it deprived us of all communication. I squeezed her hand but nodded, leaving her in the kitchen to stare at that blank screen.

Puppycorn followed me, perhaps thinking it was better to leave her alone, too. And for once, I didn’t complain about having that feline around. The wind hadn’t stopped, neither had the thunder, and I hoped no one would leave their house tonight. There would have been no way to hear the screams, not with this weather or a hungry vampire around.

Only one thing reassured me about my father being busy who knows where: We hunters would never let prey escape, and my father would never stop doubting whether it was the right thing to do.








  
  
Chapter one



Rare are the instances when reality turns into imagination. 



I   had grown up with that admonition, with that phrase that my father had always tried to make me remember. I had grown up already deprived of all those stories that were told to children before bedtime. I had never believed in Father Christmas, the Tooth Fairy, or all those clumsy witches from children's books. I had always seen those fantasy subjects as part of a manual to which I had been introduced as a child. The hunters wanted me to be ready for when, as an adult, I could hunt them down and protect humans, who were all unaware of what surrounded them and continued to live their lives as if nothing was wrong, constantly putting themselves in danger.

I had never resented my parents for opening my eyes from the very beginning: growing up weak wasn't an option, not in the world I belonged to, and especially not if we were the only ones capable of challenging them. At ten years old, children were taught to practice some sport, to dance, to pursue any activity that would please them. In my case, learning to fight was mandatory, just like all the other little future hunters. My mother had never liked this, but she couldn't rebel, not when my future was at risk. My very life. And so, she had let me train rather than playing and learn what I could about the creatures, even though ultimately we didn't have enough information to eliminate them definitively.

My opponent's umpteenth attack, which, distracted as I was, I hadn't even noticed, seemed to floor me in two seconds flat. I fell, risking injury, and heard bones crunching upon impact. Some boxes followed me to the cold stone floor. I wanted to scream but held my tongue, raising my gaze to the eyes of my friend, who, as had been the case for almost five months now, had once again managed to win in our training session.

In the past, I had been the only one who could prevail during our fights, but for whatever reason, rather than improving, I had only worsened. Fatigue, excessive confidence, there could be many reasons pushing me to regress. Yet, none of these seemed to explain what was happening to me. My mother kept telling me it was normal: anxiety about the Trial and exhaustion after years of being the best must be the cause. For her, it all seemed so straightforward that I really wanted to believe her, but after yet another fall from an attack by the hunter, I was just looking for effective solutions rather than worrying about the reasons.

Caleb Stewart, my opponent, smiled down from his six-foot-two frame. Knowing he had become the best of the trio we were part of pleased him more than I could have imagined. I huffed, kicking away one of the boxes, and heard something break. Perhaps an old vase. I hoped nothing important, but looking at Caleb, we both decided to make it disappear. As hunters, we were supposed to use our affinity to deal with vampires. In reality, we used it more to avoid getting into trouble with our families. But they seemed to be pleased with such connection only when we were all born from other hunters, as if anything different would have been a disgrace.

People like me and Caleb, whose entire family consisted of hunters, always received the best attention from the Council. But others, whose family members had chosen to marry mere humans, were treated differently. We were considered Purebloods, and I felt disgusted just thinking about that word, about the stigma it represented for everyone else. Because we were perfect, pure, and the Elders rejoiced every time we married within our ranks. They wanted us to continue upholding the archetype of a hunter. As if not being Pureblood made us weak: it wasn't true, but tradition had to be respected.

Stupid, outdated beliefs. They had been passed down for generations in order to immediately teach us the path we should take.

‘I hope it's not important. I'll dispose of it for you, so your mother won't suspect anything.’ Already prepared to watch my back, Caleb made sure there was nothing broken lying around. ‘Anyway, it doesn't seem to be–’

‘The vase for when we have guests? No, that one she keeps under lock and key.’ We smiled at each other, suppressing a laugh. It was also for this reason, in fact, that they tried to train the children in groups. No, not to save themselves from broken furniture, but in the hope that they would later be in symbiosis during adulthood. Reading each other's minds, always working in groups, and then getting married. In short, they hoped to raise us to pass on our legacy. And for some, it worked.

However, not everyone ended up working in a group. Some of us, perhaps because they were too skilled, were sent away without any support. My parents had worked as a pair for years: Layla and Keegan, an inseparable and perfect duo. A hunter who already boasted just of his surname and a huntress who had earned an early entrance into the world of hunters for her talent. It wasn’t without dismay that our group had accepted my parents' decision to retire to a smaller town in Massachusetts after starting their journey. A town where the presence of hunters of their calibre was merely wasted.

Not that there was much to do: towns like this were mostly empty and only checked out of necessity. And neither Caleb nor I would ever be allowed to stay there. The Council would send us on our way the moment we completed our training, I was sure of it.

Something the Council had failed to do with my mother. When she found out she was pregnant, anxiety about the future led to her decision to leave her role and move. To avoid punishment to my family, my father became a loner who rarely returned home. He ventured into increasingly larger cities, avoiding drawing attention to us. But my mother had still become an outcast who had chosen to live a human life rather than that of a huntress. Needless to say, her in-laws, my grandparents, took that news badly. They had struggled to help my parents settle in, hoping that my mother would change her mind. In fact, it didn't surprise me that she didn't have many friends in our circle, preferring to be with non-hunters.

My grandparents didn't even make a secret of wanting to separate them. Just like clockwork, a week after my birthday, a letter would arrive inviting my father to find a new partner among the many huntresses my grandparents knew. My parents had tried to hide them, but in the end, just as I didn't believe in Father Christmas, I had stopped believing that those letters were merely slightly over-the-top jokes from my grandparents.

‘Thanks. Now let's get back to it.’ There were only a few weeks left before our Trials and the Marking. I had already received more letters than I expected, notes and rules I had to remember, or details about the day the Trial had been scheduled, but no one had told me what it might entail. However, the number of letters was nothing compared to the work orders I could receive once I became a full-fledged huntress.

The hunters, the group I belonged to, tended to keep secrets even when you thought there might not be any. They had plans that only the inner Council knew. Sometimes I had tried to imagine what their job was, at least until I started finding the inner members odious. Maybe it was also for this reason that my mother had decided to cut ties and stop working for the main group.

‘Still half an hour.’ At Caleb's reminder, I glanced up at the white wall, where an old clock continued to mark the time of our training sessions. I couldn't recall if it had ever stopped to have its batteries changed. I hoped it was because someone had secretly changed them and not because there was a ghost residing within it. I had too many problems to deal with to also think about a spirit hidden in the clock.

The hands pointed to half-past six, we had until seven before we had to clean up and have dinner. We had started at two, the fight with Caleb had picked up just before five, while in the previous hours we had taken turns fighting the third member of the group.

Kirsten, my best friend, had disappeared after her training sessions and left us to return home where she would find – in random order – popcorn, TV series, and her beloved and calm boyfriend. I envied her freedom, which I didn't allow myself to have. I wouldn't allow them to hate my mother and her current job even more. After all, going from being one of the best huntresses to a boring librarian wasn't exactly the Council's ideal scenario. I was sure they would have preferred to see her enter something more fulfilling.

‘I’m not sure I can manage,’ I admitted, lowering my gaze to my left wrist and trying to rotate it. ‘Let's call it quits for today on the hand-to-hand combat; I'll need to bandage it, I think,’ I muttered, trying to secure it as best I could with a dusty old scarf I retrieved from the wooden dresser. The light filtering in from the high window was minimal, but we had a bulb despite the shelter under the house serving more as a cover. A fake emergency shelter, used as a cellar but actually serving for training and to prevent non-hunters from seeing us use combat weapons.

‘Sticks? Let's use just one hand, so you won't say I put you in a tough spot.’ I rolled my eyes. After repeatedly sending me to the ground, causing me two cuts and a sprain, the thought that he wanted to make things difficult for me would be the last thing on my mind.

‘You're such a…’ I paused, shooting him a glance. ‘Caleb, get out of here right now.’

I held my breath as I saw him stop by my side out of the corner of my eye. He was scheming something, another way to annoy me and ultimately make me lose the challenge. He often used mind games to gain an advantage, and the fact that I had a short fuse, getting angry even when someone breathed too loudly, certainly didn't help my attempts to beat him.

‘But I'm not doing anything, Veronika,’ he began, pretending to be the innocent one in the situation. I shot him another dirty look, raising my hand and blocking the face that was already getting too close to mine. Every now and then he would try his luck with me, depending on how many days it had been since he broke up with his latest girlfriend. I'd stopped counting after Caleb dumped one on his eighteenth birthday. To avoid drama, I'd changed my phone number and stopped giving it out to his girls, anticipating annoying calls that yours truly didn't have the patience to receive.

‘You're being an idiot, if we want to put it nicely.’ Lowering my hand, I nudged him with my elbow, causing him to double over and forcing him to let out all the air he should have been holding in. I chuckled, twirling the wooden stick I was supposed to fight with but seemed like I could have avoided using altogether. 

‘Tick-tock, the clock is ticking,’ I teased him, bouncing on my legs and keeping myself moving. Perhaps I had gone too far by hitting Caleb, but I had to admit that my friend could push me to the limit. Knocking him down at least in those moments, however, was all I could afford. I had to get back to being the best, to winning every training session without the slightest effort. I couldn't afford mistakes that would lead to more complaints related to my family. But, above all, I couldn't afford mistakes that would let that nuisance Caleb win.

What a life. I sighed and found myself thinking about a hypothetical retirement. A house by the sea, no one can take that away from me if I make it to old age.

‘I didn't think you were so hasty.’ I smiled, handing him his improvised weapon. We didn't often use real weapons, although things would change as the Trials approached. We couldn't risk slicing ourselves with our own hands. Perhaps for not having practiced enough. Certainly, we would have only facilitated the escape of a vampire.

‘It's the desire to knock you out that excites me,’ I commented, then stopped joking to become serious again. I never took the duties of being a huntress lightly, although at least during training sessions, I allowed myself a few jokes. Dealing with creatures was a tough task, especially since our adversaries had started to hide, to act more cautiously than in the past. Vampires in particular had stopped roaming freely, making their hunt difficult for us. But we knew they hadn't gone extinct: the only vampires who were somehow caught quickly were the newly transformed ones, and the witches, those who ended up exposing themselves inadvertently. With the former, the sentence was straightforward, but with the witches, it was different: their powers could stop us before we even acted, and as long as they were united with us hunters, they served the cause. So, we tried to make them work for us rather than getting rid of them.

Vampires, on the other hand, were strong, craving only their nectar, and it even happened that they gave us more trouble than those who had been part of their ranks for a long time. Witches claimed that cursed blood flowed in the creatures, that it was precisely for this reason that they moved, controlled by a power so coveted it had made them ruthless and a danger to the entire human race. When, at seven years old, starting my training, my father had explained to me what I was, I hadn't stopped trying to gather as much information as possible. The idea that someone could get hurt had terrified me to the point of wanting to be the best and not a burden to a family already looked down upon.

‘I'll beat you anyway, and you know it.’ I smiled amusedly. I was getting worse, and during the Trials every move of mine would be seen even more critically. If I failed, I wouldn't be the only one to suffer the consequences; so would the one who had raised me all these years. 

I feared that the cost of my failure would be the removal of my mother's Mark, and perhaps even my father's, whom the Council still controlled. My mother could have gotten away with the title of madwoman, a victim of the vampire who had killed her entire family in her youth. According to our group, all fault fell on my uncle, who, in his betrayal had made who knows what kind of secret pact with the Vampires. But if I also proved inadequate, they would surely punish my mother for fear that she was influencing me.

‘Hey!’ I shouted as Caleb's stick struck my leg, causing me to fall. ‘I'd like to walk tomorrow. Preventing me from participating in the Trials isn't part of the Council's plans.’

Extending his hand, Caleb helped me up. I knew he had to go hard on me, and I didn't complain, but preventing me from participating was detrimental and prohibited. He looked at me, apologizing. He was sweaty and panting, exerting himself as much as if he were facing a vampire and not a future huntress.

‘Sorry,’ he muttered, noticing the cut I had. I wrinkled my nose, watching the trickle run down part of my arm. ‘You need to get it treated.’

I shook my head, dismayed. If I continued like that during the Trials, I was going to leave a dreadful impression. That was what I was considering after my latest fight. But I couldn’t afford that. Not if I wanted a good position among the hunters. Anything that allowed me to punch a vampire was welcome; the important thing was to avoid losing, as was happening with this ongoing encounter.

However, I couldn't stop his new attack, and I ended up slamming against the wall behind me. I raised the stick to fend off Caleb, but it wasn't enough to allow me to counterattack. I was weak and slow; my feeble defence reminded me of it once again.

‘Blimey, Ronnie! At this rate, we won't even make it to the Trials.’ I knew it, he was right. I wouldn't have let myself be in this position, not if I were still the old Veronika.

According to Caleb, I had intimidated the others because I had been too confident in myself. Well, Caleb aside, given his brief stint as a football player. Moreover, my physique due to my training as a huntress had been evident from the start. 

No one, in fact, had ever thought it was due to the athletics training I did when I attended public school. Especially because, among all the students, our trio was the only group who stood out without even participating.

‘I know. I know, damn it!’ I yelled, pushing him away and clenching my fists to keep from bursting into tears. Unfortunately, just a glance was enough to see how shattered I was; I no longer had the energy to fight like I used to. I was regressing, and neither of us knew why. A twist of fate that seemed only to foreshadow the future life I was about to face.

‘Alright, Ronnie, let's call it a day.’ He pulled me close to reassure me and I felt him plant a kiss on my head, waiting for me to catch my breath. ‘It'll all be fine, don't worry. We'll figure it out.’

I nodded, though without conviction, letting myself be comforted and trying to regulate my breathing. Caleb knew very well how scared I was, how passing the Trials meant something more significant to me than becoming a famous huntress. He had also grown up with my mother; perhaps he was worried, too.

‘Listen, worst case scenario, I'll marry you. With your temper, nobody else wants you anyway.’ I threw a punch at him, yet another, which he blocked a few centimetres from his face, as he had foreseen it before even speaking. What a jerk. ‘Hey, look, I'm not entirely wrong: the Council adores me enough to let it slide if I were to fail and marry you.’

‘Not the Council. Your mother.’ I shot him a glare, telling him to step back with a wave of my hand. He shook his head, laughing, his blond locks swaying with him. Right and left. Right and left.

They were too long for a hunter: I was almost certain he would end up cutting them before the final ceremony.

‘They're the same thing, Ronnie.’ He stepped away to retrieve the box concealing the broken vase, and I approached the shelter's exit to open the door for him. ‘Consider my proposal, Ronnie.’ But since his life's purpose was to annoy me, two seconds later he tried to plant a kiss on me. I stumbled to avoid it, but to prevent myself from falling down the stairs, I pushed forward. Unfortunately, in doing so, I landed on top of him, still finding myself with a kiss on the neck before he could move away.

I should have seen it coming, silly of me to keep believing he could behave like an adult. I hurled the first thing I found at him, a plush toy from the pile of games to donate, but he had already fled, and the teddy bear fell to the floor.

Red, like the cellar floor. It was identical to my face trying to resist shouting profanities at him that the neighbours would hear.










  
  
Chapter two



Please, let me sleep. 



This was more or less my thought every morning when I heard the alarm go off. And like every morning, the phone or whatever it was, risked flying out of the window next to my bed. A metre separating them; I would have found no difficulty in destroying the objects thanks to the force of gravity. However, I also had some hint of self-control. Squashing my face into the pillow, I breathed in deeply, trying to rest for a few more moments.

I didn’t have many issues; whatever the temperature or weather, I fell asleep without much fuss. Of course, part of the training included this too – you never saw a hunter fretting over adverse weather. Vampires didn’t go on vacation, and we certainly wouldn’t just because of some rain.

I still remembered the ‘campsites’ at Diane’s house, which were nothing more than tents set up in the garden in the dead of winter with plenty of rain to get us used to it from a young age. Mum had forbidden me from going there after I came home one day with a fever, but I still snuck out of the window to join Caleb and Kirsten.

The ringtone of the battered phone that I had no intention of changing brought me to open my eyes, and I looked for it on the floor. Kirsten’s name was flashing on the screen. Someone else, I didn’t know who, had also sent me a few messages and the envelope icon stood out above any other notification. I decided to answer the call first, putting it on speakerphone.

‘Kirsten?’ I raised my voice to make myself heard, then I waited silently for her laughter. As expected, it didn’t take long to arrive after she heard my voice.

‘Hi, Ronnie! Did I wake you up?’ The rather low tone of voice made it a bit tricky to understand what she was saying, but by now, I had gotten used to listening to her speak in that manner. While I was the more energetic of the two, Kirsten was gentler and quieter, a trait that was also reflected in her tone of voice.

‘What makes you think that?’ I asked rhetorically, holding back a smile, but I didn’t waste much time before asking how I could help her. I was curious, perhaps too much so. However, I received no response, despite the wait.

‘Did I forget something?’ I added, hearing the creak of a bed, and I imagined that Kirsten had thrown herself onto it with her whole body. A bed that, like the room itself, seemed to be pulled out of some female cartoon. In short, everything was far too colourful. 

Every time I stopped by her place, her parents competed to see who cooked better.

Alette Van der Meer, Kirsten’s mother, made an effort to cook typical Dutch dishes for me to try. Her husband Aidan – in my opinion, the most brilliant baker around – showcased the finest Kenyan cuisine. My favourite dish was Pilau, but as I learned, it was reserved for special occasions, so he had only prepared it for that first competition.

‘Maybe today’s training? Hasn’t Caleb messaged you?’ I checked the messages. Two were from the future hunter: one from the previous evening and a second one that arrived while I was sleeping. ‘What a drag,’ I grumbled, sending him a not-so-friendly emoji, and refocusing my attention on Kirsten, who was waiting for a response. ‘If you kill me, I will be your guardian angel. Spare me the agony, please, you’re my best friend!’

It was rare to see me complain, considering how much I loved training. But in this case, I had to fight Caleb, in what was almost certainly a recap of our workouts and with wounds not yet healed. I envied Kirsten and how lightly she took it. She only had a couple of extra months on us, since her birthday was in March and not in October, like ours.

In fact, while I was trying to give my all, she was relaxing. In a way, being only a half-huntress must have made things easier for her, at least in some respects. She wasn’t required to follow the path; truth be told, the Council didn’t even think that any of them wanted to. Kirsten and her family belonged to that group of hunters that was hardly considered, precisely because Aidan was only human. Perhaps that’s why Kirsten tended to do only what she wanted without caring about the rules.

To be honest, I didn’t think she was happy with her situation: she even had a human boyfriend I hadn’t met. Maybe that’s why she kept it hidden, to prevent the Council from knowing about him.

‘Come on, it’ll only be for a couple of hours. We have the afternoon off if you remember.’ Of course, I remembered.

I had forced my dad to call me precisely during those hours, when I would have been free to talk to him. It had been a week since we last spoke. Though at times, missions kept him so busy that we would have to wait much longer than a week. He couldn’t do anything else, so Mum and I preferred not to say anything and pretend we missed a call that never came. Better to believe that than to think he was dead.

I made some unidentifiable noise, jumping out of bed to open the doors of my wardrobe.

I need to hurry, I told myself, otherwise I really risked wasting time without solving anything.

‘At least,’ I muttered, grabbing a clean towel and draping it over my shoulder. I returned my attention to the phone, but strange sounds made me understand that she was also getting ready. ‘I’ll see you later?’

‘Okie Dokie, Ronnie.’ Two seconds later, the call was disconnected. After picking up my phone again to play some music, I decided to get ready. Hair, face, and a quick freshen-up.

Downstairs, my mother must have finished preparing breakfast, and considering the time, perhaps she had already eaten and was tending to her animals, which were nothing but strays and passing birds that she took care of. The trees surrounding the house were full of birdhouses and feeding stations for hungry animals. I considered myself lucky to be a heavy sleeper because I was sure there were always more animals around that managed to sneak in unnoticed.

One of these days we’ll end up with a miniature zoo, I reflected as I pulled clothes from the wardrobe.

After putting on a dark tank top – I never dressed in layers – I went downstairs with the intention of eating a quick breakfast without having to argue with my mother’s cat for control of the milk. Unfortunately for me, though, he was lying on the floor with his bowl already set. He started hissing at me when I sat down at the table and tried to reach for the milk carton, just to see his reaction.

‘We should cook you in the oven,’ I remarked, pouring myself some juice instead. ‘Grumpy.’

Less considerate, however, was my mother, who came back from the garden with an open basket. I looked inside, where the garden tools were neatly cleaned and arranged. I was almost certain she had taken care of her plants before tidying everything up, or perhaps she hadn’t even started but had sensed the danger of leaving me and the cat alone in a room.

‘Good morning to you, too, sweetheart,’ she said, giving me a kiss on the head and stealing one of the biscuits before I could eat it. I glared at her; after all, that was my first proper meal of the day, and poof, it was gone.

‘That was my breakfast,’ I pointed at the now bitten biscuit. Mum’s latte-coloured eyes widened in confusion. ‘Sorry, I thought you had started.’ She laughed, finishing the last bite. ‘Come on, don’t be dramatic, sweetheart, smile at life, it’s a beautiful day outside, go have fun!’

The prospect of me lying in the sun in our garden seemed to brighten her day. As a ‘proper’ former huntress, instead of thinking about training, she encouraged me to join group outings conducted within the bounds of decency and safety.

‘I need to train,’ I pointed out, dampening any of her ideas, and indeed, it didn’t take long for her to grow sombre. As much as she would have liked to see me do a normal job, Mum had ended up with a daughter intent only on punching others. 

Some might call it a love for power, others excessive confidence, but staying at home knowing about vampires wasn’t for me.

‘Ah… well, enjoy yourselves. I’ll try to go out alone for a cappuccino, then.’ She finished gathering her things to avoid an argument. Sighing, I decided to stop her, but I immediately froze, not knowing what to say. She left me with just a small, fleeting caress as she passed by, and by the time her feet were beyond the door, it was too late to talk to her.

Breakfast now seemed rather unappetising. I finished drinking the juice and nibbled on a couple of biscuits just to wake up. I grabbed a slice of bread to butter, just to make sure I ate something else. Puppycorn looked at me silently, perhaps pondering revenge, but I didn’t give him the chance to act.

I tidied up the kitchen, put everything in the dishwasher and decided to disappear before the cat could hiss at me and wrinkle my new outfit.

‘Don’t mess things up.’ I looked at the cat, and he focused on me, hissing. Perhaps he was wondering if I thought he was stupid, or maybe he believed I was. I had no idea. However, when I went upstairs to get ready, Puppycorn had already disappeared into the unknown.

Now ready, there were only five minutes before the meeting. Time was passing too quickly for my liking; sometimes I just wanted to stop it. From being a child, I had grown into a full-fledged adult with vampires to hunt, much to the delight of my peers.

I sat down on the sofa, a jacket waiting on the backrest for me to wear when I went out. My mother must have returned, even though she didn’t stop to say hello, and I didn’t force her to. She hated seeing me go out to fight, and to be honest, I couldn’t claim it pleased me to point it out to her. I was glad to kill vampires, but I also knew how much she suffered and how worried she was knowing that soon it wouldn’t just be Dad leaving, but me too. We would both end up leaving her alone, so she was just trying to get used to the idea in advance.

That didn’t mean she stopped making her presence known to me. The small backpack with some snacks and at least one bottle of water was already attached to the doorknob to prevent me from forgetting it when I left. I smiled: among the many, the only one I was sure I could always count on was my mother, even though she tended to conceal her presence.

The notification of a message turned my focus to my phone. It was Caleb making sure I got a move on, risking our skins if I got angry.

I left the house and saw him leaning against the iron gate. He stood by one of the stone pillars, arms crossed over his chest and a cigarette between his lips. I approached without making a sound and hit him on the back of the head. He looked at me bewildered, an expression I returned, glaring at him angrily.

‘Throw that crap away, Caleb.’ The big brainiac chuckled, tossing the butt and stamping it out.

‘Sunshine, I didn’t know you cared so much about my health,’ he began, grabbing the holdall he had left on the pavement. 

‘Actually, I couldn’t care less, but your beloved mother would be capable of blaming me for this, too. I’m just trying to survive.’

I stepped aside to let him in, partially closing the gate for the third huntress, and led him to the area I had set up for the occasion. Among trees and a low wall, we had enough space not to be seen, although I preferred training in the underground chamber to avoid curious neighbours overhearing us.

‘I know you secretly love me, Ronnie.’ 

‘Count on it. Who am I to deny you a joy?’

My mother, whom I thought had left, was standing near the window. She greeted Caleb with an attempted smile, but fortunately, her expression was less obvious from a distance. I guessed that in the end, she hadn’t been able to leave us to get her cappuccino.

Anyway, if Caleb had noticed anything, he didn’t try to show it, greeting her in return and warming up before our training. I did the same, waiting for Kirsten to arrive to start our workout. She had told me she just needed to finish getting ready, but she was taking much longer than I thought she would.

I started some side bends, and when I thought I was ready, I went down into the shelter to get our weapons. To raise the stakes – and given our evident death wish – Caleb and I had decided to use real weapons, although we were supposed to use them for the first time only during the Trials. They were old, belonging to my mother, and had suffered from the time spent without use. They hadn’t been checked or cleaned; they were a reminder of a past time she didn’t want to return to. Why she hadn’t thrown them away was a mystery, but I imagined it was to have some kind of memory, no matter how painful it might be.

When I returned, trying not to drop any knives and accidentally impale myself, Kirsten was with Caleb. They were chatting energetically, and my friend was laughing, seated on one of the chairs. Her gaze was fixed on Caleb, who hadn’t finished warming up. In fact, neither of them noticed my arrival.

‘Caleb, I hope you weren’t expecting your mother’s blades.’ I dropped the weapons to the ground. ‘I’m almost certain she has a stash for torturing people along with her cleaning supplies.’

‘Veronika!’ I turned, noticing Kirsten gripped by some new fear. She looked around as if someone could have heard us, but the neighbours were at their weekly Wednesday brunch, and the house behind us had been for sale for centuries. No one was buying it, either too expensive or too rich in horror stories to attract the unfortunate.

‘Oh, come on, as if anyone believes that.’ I waved my hand to dispel the dramatic endings she was already envisioning, some involving Diane chopping us into bits. ‘Everyone knows she doesn’t have cleaning products. She always calls someone else to do it.’

I didn’t even pay attention to Caleb or whatever reaction he might have to my attempt to insult his mother. Kirsten was already upset enough for all of us, and if I knew the blond well enough, he was probably laughing it off, avoiding getting involved.

‘Oh, good, cotton candy.’ The huntress returned to a more normal reaction, trying in every way to get Caleb to say something, unfortunately without success.

‘Come on, let’s start before Diane hears me and comes charging over here like a mad bull.’ The proposal was accepted by both, especially by Kirsten. She removed the jacket she had on her shoulders and threw it onto one of the chairs.

I heard something hiss, and my mother’s cat emerged, not at all pleased to have been ambushed. Unfortunately, instead of getting angry with Kirsten, he circled around her, meowing. But he still managed to hiss at me, even though I wasn’t the one who had hit him.

What crappy nine lives.
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