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      For the four children our community lost on 11/5/19. We will never forget you. Thank you for being such bright lights in a dark world. You’ve brought us all together in ways you would’ve never imagined, but we miss your smiles, your kindness, the joy you brought to everyone who knew you. We will never forget.

      MD

      JK

      SL

      AM

      11-5-2019
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      Life is made up of a series of choices, and every single tiny decision you make can change everything for the rest of your life. Seriously, like, even something as simple as whether or not you get up to go to the bathroom right this very second or continue to hold it for a minute or two could impact the rest of your life. Don’t believe me? Okay—let’s say you’re at a Starbucks, sipping your latte, and you really need to put your book down and go use the facilities, but you decide to wait until you get to the end of the chapter. The next thing you know, some crazy person who doesn’t know the gas from the brake comes flying through the front of the store, sending shards of glass, bits of scone, and a bucket of coffee your direction. Now, if you’d been in the bathroom, maybe your shirt wouldn’t smell like espresso. Or maybe you’d be dead because the car actually careened into the first stall before coming to a stop a few feet away from a terrified barista. Yeah, choices matter. And if you waited too long, coffee might not be the only liquid you’ll be wearing home that day.

      Okay, so maybe that example is a little over the top, but when you spend your life fighting Vampires for a living, you tend to think the impossible is more like the mundane than most people do. Still, when you’re in the sort of position I’m in where every single decision you make has the opportunity to make or break you—or leave you haunted for the rest of your life—you tend to dwell on their significance a little bit more than the average teenage girl, I’m guessing. Although, it’s been a while since I’ve been average at much of anything.

      My sister got married the second week of September. The weekend after her fiancé fought his way out of the same Blood Moon Portal that swallowed up my boyfriend, his dad, and a couple of other guys. One of those other guys happened to be my good friend Alex who didn’t make it out. Almost a week into Cadence and Aaron’s two week long honeymoon, I was so consumed by my feelings about Alex’s death, I was looking for anything and everything to keep my mind off of him. Except for Brandon, apparently.

      He didn’t know. My boyfriend had no idea that the final message Alex had left for me, the one Brandon had delivered to me on his behalf, actually included a confession that Alex had feelings for me. Never in my wildest imagination would I have guessed that could be the case. In the past, I had admitted, at least to myself, that I had a slight celebrity crush on Alex. I mean, without him, we probably wouldn’t have a Constitution, after all. For a history nerd like me, that’s significant. Anyway, Alex was more than just the dude everyone’s singing about on Broadway. He was a really nice guy, a great friend, the sort of person who at least pretends to be fascinated at anything a person says. I liked how I felt about myself when I was with him. I liked him. And he was gone.

      Before he died, I’d had no idea that Alex was actually interested in me. Even if I had, I probably wouldn’t have done anything about it. Brandon and I had been dating for a while, and I loved him. There’d never been a question in my mind that I was in love with Brandon, not since we first made it official months ago, back when I first became a Hybrid and was completely lost in the world without him as my anchor. So, no, I don’t think I would’ve given up a good thing with Brandon to see how it went with Alex, especially since Mr. Hamilton had made it very clear he was looking to get out of here as soon as he could, if it were ever possible. And by here, I mean the world—life. He wanted to die. He’d been around for so long, and having gone through the Blue Moon Portal, he had been told he’d never die again. He missed his family—including his wife. So why would I hitch my wagon to a fading star?

      I wouldn’t. At least, I don’t think I would. But since he’s dead, and there was no longer even the option to find out what might’ve happened, I found myself thinking about him any time I didn’t have anything else to occupy my mind. I wasn’t just missing him or wondering if we could’ve made a good couple; thinking of Alex had me thinking of other things. What if I met someone else someday that made me feel the same way and that person didn’t wait until he was dead to tell me? Would it make me want to leave Brandon? Could I even consider doing something like that to Brandon? I had no idea, but I knew it would devastate him if I broke up with him. The pressure of that threatened to crush me, so I had to find something else to occupy my mind.

      The world seemed to be fresh out of Vampires, too, which didn’t help. Normally, if I was bored, I’d just pop into someone’s IAC and watch a hunt, see if I could help by leaping into a Vampire’s head, or at the very least put myself in their position and decide what I would do. But since Holland and Hines were gone, there really wasn’t a lot going on in that area. We’d basically taken out every single Noncompliant Vampire in the known universe. If a hunt happened at all after my sister’s wedding, I didn’t know about it. I was starting to get antsy and bored, and being left alone with my thoughts was certainly not the answer.

      I bought a treadmill, a good one, and I set it up in my living room. I know that’s not really the best place for workout machinery, but it wouldn’t really fit in my bedroom, and there was a nice empty space between my sofa and the kitchen passthrough. So that’s where I put it. I was still going to the gym to workout, as well as to help Aurora with the new recruits several times a week, but having a treadmill in my living room was one way I could get some energy out when I found my thoughts drifting to topics I’d just as soon avoid.

      That’s where I was that afternoon a few days after my sister’s wedding when an obscure news article caught my attention. I was just glancing through the headlines when I noticed it in the corner of publication that translates European newspapers into English. Since Daunator was the only major threat still out there, I had been paying attention to the part of the earth he occupied, to our knowledge, so when this article out of the Czech Republic caught my eye, I had to read it.

      The report was originally published in some off-beat newspaper in Prague, so it didn’t seem like the most reliable source in the world. But if what it said was true, we had a huge problem on our hands. According to the reporter, people were vanishing from the area by the dozens. In fact, it said over the last week, at least fifty people were gone from some little suburb of Prague I couldn’t have pronounced if I wanted to. That was a lot of people! Immediately, I searched the bigger newspapers from the area, hoping to read something similar because that would seem to give this little dinky paper validation. But I couldn’t find anything.

      It was weird. Why would a small paper make up a story like that while the other papers weren’t reporting it at all? Did the writer sit down at his computer one day totally off his rocker? Or was there some reason why the other papers didn’t want to let the world know?

      I wiped my face off on a towel and took a drink of water. I was running about thirty miles an hour, which will get a person sweaty pretty fast. With music playing through my earbuds, the only way I was going to know if someone needed me for something was if they contacted me through my IAC, but all of my friends know if they come to my door and hear the treadmill they may as well just hold off on trying to talk to me. I don’t like to converse while I’m running, and I absolutely hate being interrupted. So I figured I would have a chance to start digging for more answers while I pounded away at the fake pavement.

      The article didn’t give any sources for how this information had been obtained. There wasn’t any, “According to local police,” or anything like that. It only spelled out how a resident, Havel Novak, had been begging authorities to help him find his missing wife for days, and no one would help him. It wasn’t until he took his story to social media that he discovered other families in the same situation. It was Havel’s story that sparked the report in this obscure paper, and even though there wasn’t much for me to go off of, I knew I needed to do some investigating myself. If there was even a small chance that Daunator was behind this, or any other Vampire, we would need to know so we could stop it.

      Normally, I would go straight to my sister with something like this. But obviously, I couldn’t do that since she was on her honeymoon. Sure, I could’ve popped into her head any time, or called her cell. I didn’t think that would be a very cool move, though, especially since she was very clear about not wanting us to disturb either one of them unless the world was on fire or we were under a direct attack. Who wants to go to Fiji on their honeymoon only to have their phone ringing every fifteen seconds? So, yeah, I get it. I’d just have to handle the research part on my own and then take it to Hannah and Aurora, who were running the show while the real bosses were out of town.

      Luckily, I knew how to check all of the places Christian Henry, our tech guy, regularly scans in order to make sure that nothing unreported is going on. He has a whole list of resources that will let him know if it seems like more people are missing than usual, and these aren’t just the newspapers. Most homeless shelters keep track of who has checked in recently electronically, hospitals also have electronic files we can access, police stations around the world don’t have a clue that their systems are hacked and we can see who they’ve got hanging out in their back cells. Checking all of those sources could give me an idea as to whether or not these people that were missing had actually gotten themselves into some sort of real-world problems or something far more sinister.

      It took me a couple of hours, and I didn’t spend that entire time on the treadmill either. I’m a beast, but not savage enough to run over a hundred miles a day. I usually only do about forty. Anyway, I got off the machine, took a shower, drank a protein shake, and continued to pore through documents looking for any signs of Havel’s wife or the others who’d gone missing out of his village. I couldn’t find a single person from that location.

      Not only that, there were definitely other people missing, too. It’s hard to say for sure from notes like, “No Ed today,” or “Kovach no-showed,” but when you see enough of those notes, day after day, and it doesn’t appear as if Ed didn’t show because he’s in jail or the hospital, or Kovach’s gone to a different shelter the last few nights, there’s a good chance those people are actually missing because something really bad has happened to them.

      I thought about the situation in Philadelphia, back when I’d first been turned into a Hybrid. The Philly team had really dropped the ball on monitoring disappearing persons. It ended up that a lot of the people who’d been on the report we finally could access had been victims of Gibbon, the Vampire Giovanni had created in hopes of taking out my sister. By the time we’d gotten around to tracking down the ex-serial killer turned monster, it was too late for any of those people.

      I was praying it wouldn’t be too late for Mika Novak.
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      By the time I was done going through all of the resources Christian had inadvertently taught me about over the last few months, I’d compiled a list of over a hundred people that all appeared to be missing from the same relatively small area near Prague. Something told me stepping into the larger cities would give me even more names, but I needed to keep this proportional and not get overwhelmed. There was definitely something here, and I needed to show it to the persons left in charge when my sister and brother-in-law left.

      I tried Aurora first because technically she should be my boss now. She is the second highest Hunter, at least in KC, so when Cadence left, she had appointed Aurora to be in charge of all of us. Technically, I’m a Hybrid, not a Hunter, but the half of me that isn’t a Vampire is Hunter, so that’s where I fall. When I tried to get her on the IAC, she was obviously busy, saying she was caught at the gym with some new recruits and she’d talk to me later. I really didn’t feel like this could wait, so I tried Hannah. I thought I needed to talk to her in person, though, so I sent her a message and asked if she had a few minutes. Unfortunately, the second in command of the Guardians was also busy. With what, she didn’t say, but of all of the people on our team, I believe that Hannah is probably the most private, so I didn’t push her. I did sit on my couch with a scowl on my face for far too long until I took my happy little self down the hallway. I needed a “grown up” to help me, and considering none of the others were helpful, I’d have to try someone else.

      Brandon’s smile when he opened the door left me feeling slightly guilty. I hadn’t let him know I was coming because I wasn’t there to see him, which was weird, but nevertheless, when he let me in, I was distracted. “Hey, how are you, beautiful?” He reached for me, and I gave him a quick hug, only realizing I’d sidestepped a kiss after it was too late.

      “I’m okay. Is your dad around? I need to talk to him.”

      His eyebrows puckered slightly, and I probably should’ve paid more attention to the fact that I’d hurt his feelings, but I had something important on my mind—important-er than my boyfriend’s emotions, apparently. “Uh, yeah. He’s on the phone with my mom. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess. No, not really. I just found something, and I need to talk to someone on the leadership team about it.” The leadership team was the group of bosses who met to discuss when and where we should get involved in Vampire activity. It was a relatively new concept since before my sister had become Hunter Leader, Aaron basically did everything on his own. Now the two of them, plus Elliott, Hannah, Aurora, Jamie, and Christian, gave some input before Aaron decided what we were going to do.

      I was already walking down the hallway toward Elliott’s room, assuming that’s where he was. Brandon followed behind me, and I could tell by his body language he didn’t want me to interrupt. I know how important it is to him to have his parents talking to each other, that he really hopes they’ll get back together. I think that might be great—but I’m also not really happy about how Amanda treated either one of the two guys I care so much about, so I’m a little more skeptical than Brandon who suddenly thinks because his mom is in rehab and college she shouldn’t have to answer for the way she used to beat on him when he was younger.

      I knocked pretty loudly on Elliott’s door, even though I could hear him talking to Amanda in that syrupy voice that makes me a little nauseated. I mean, I’m sure he feels the same way about me and Brandon when we do it in front of him, and he was in the privacy of his own room, but still... she doesn’t really deserve for him to be that nice to her after everything she’s done. At any rate, he probably assumed it was Brandon because he ignored me. “I need to talk to you, ASAP.” I used my telepathy instead of the IAC because I figured that would get his attention quicker than if I used technology.

      I wasn’t necessarily trying to eavesdrop but I could hear him saying, “No, you hang up first,” over and over and I could feel the bile rising up in my throat. After the third time, I had had enough and I switched his phone off.

      “Cassidy Elizabeth!”

      Perhaps I had gone too far.

      Elliott opened his door, his nostrils flaring as he stared down at me. “Cass, really?” Brandon said behind me. I didn’t turn to look at him. “I’ll text her and tell her you lost your signal.”

      “Thanks,” Elliott said, not pulling his eyes away from me to look at his son.

      I started to feel a little bad, even though I didn’t regret my decision. “I’m sorry. I just... need to talk to you, and you wouldn’t stop saying you were going to hang up, so I did it for you.”

      He just shook his head at me. “What could possibly be so important? She only has a few minutes to talk between her group therapy and when her classes begin.”

      “I didn’t know that.” I should have. Maybe if I’d been paying closer attention to the people in my life and less attention to those on the other side of the world, I would’ve had a clue. “Listen, there’s a whole bunch of people missing from these little villages around Prague, and I think we need to do something about it. So... I was hoping you could help me get the leadership team to let me come to your weekly meeting tomorrow so I can let them know what I’ve discovered.”

      The expression on his face let me know I’d taken the wrong approach. Maybe if I’d showed up and been all nice and asked sweetly, he might’ve been willing to help me, but this wasn’t exactly the sort of problem Elliott was good at solving anyway, and now that I’d irritated him, he was less likely to want to stick his neck out for me. He pushed past me, headed toward the kitchen.

      “You want me to ask your temporary boss if you can come to our meeting and present some numbers about missing persons in Europe?” He was through the kitchen entryway, fridge open as I shot down the hall behind him. Brandon was sitting on the couch with his phone in his hand, and it looked like maybe he and his mother were having a conversation via text. Probably about how stupid his girlfriend is.

      “Yeah, I want you to ask someone. It can be Hannah.”

      “Hannah ain’t the boss of you.” He moved a few items around inside the fridge before pulling out the milk. I was puzzled until he set it on the counter and opened one of the cabinets to produce a box of Fruity Pebbles. I knew Elliott wasn’t about to guzzle a glass of something potentially nutritious, not unless he also had a plate of chocolate chip cookies.

      “I know technically she isn’t, but she is in charge of the leadership team, mostly, isn’t she?”

      “We all know she is, ‘cept Aurora. She seems to think they’re equals, which is just dumb.” The bowl he used for his cereal was big enough to hold at least half of the box, and I was hoping he’d wait until I left to dig into it because the idea of eating all of that sugar was making me a little queasy. He didn’t. A spoonful of Fred Flinstone’s finest in his mouth didn’t prevent him from saying. “You should wait until your sister gets back.”

      It didn’t surprise me that he said that. But it did make me mad. “We don’t have that sort of time, Elliott. We need to get on this before the people who have disappeared are all turned—or until they start turning others. We could have a huge problem on our hands.”

      He swirled his spoon around in the mammoth bowl for a moment while I watched his elbow grow dangerously close to the open milk next to him on the counter. “She’ll be back in less than two weeks.”

      “A lot can happen in two weeks.”

      I didn’t really need to tell him that. He knew it already. But he wasn’t budging. “I’m sorry, lil girl, I am. But they’re not gonna listen to me. No one else does. Why would either of the new boss ladies? You find someone else to get you in front of that team, and I’ll be your biggest supporter, but me asking is just gonna get you a big fat no.”

      I sighed at him in frustration because I didn’t think he was right—I thought he just didn’t want to help me. He raised his spoon, his arm knocking against the milk carton, and part of me wanted to just let it spill all over the counter, drip down onto the linoleum floor, but I didn’t. Instead, I caught it and put the lid back on with my powers.

      Still chewing, he said, “Thanks. Guess you can use those for good as well as evil.”

      I snarled at him, but he ignored me, leaving the milk on the counter and heading back into his bedroom. The conversation was over. I wondered if I would’ve gotten further if I hadn’t hung up on Amanda, but at this point, what was done was done. He could buy some new milk because I wasn’t putting that away.

      “Sorry,” Brandon said, squeezing past me into the kitchen and heading for the milk and open cereal box. “I guess that didn’t go as you’d planned.”

      It seemed ironic to me that he was the one apologizing when I’d hung up on his mom and made his dad mad, not to mention the fact that I’d hardly paid any attention to him at all since he’d let me in. He put the milk back in the fridge while I closed the cereal and moved it back into the cabinet without unfolding my arms. I wondered if he had to pick up after his dad the way he used to have to clean up after his mom and figured not usually, only when his girlfriend came and caused a big ruckus.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said as Brandon stepped back closer to me, seeming unsure about whether or not he should reach out for me again or leave me be. He kept his hands on his hips. “I guess I’ll just have to try someone else.”

      “Did you ask Aurora? She likes you.”

      “I tried, but she was busy at the gym. Hannah was busy, too. I just figured your dad could get Hannah to listen to him. She doesn’t seem to like to tell him no for some reason. Maybe because he’s loud and overwhelming.”

      “Maybe,” Brandon said as though he didn’t quite agree with me. “Well, you could just wait a little while until Roar or Hannah are done and one of them can help you. I’m sure they’ll want to hear what you have to say. It sounds like something’s up over there, and they can’t possibly want to ignore it.”

      “Why not?” I asked, turning to walk out of the kitchen. “Your dad just did.”

      “That’s different,” Brandon reasoned, following me. I stopped a little short of Elliott’s old recliner and turned to look at him. “He was just mad because you hung up on my mom.”

      I tried not to sigh too loudly, but it came out sharper than intended. “I’m not sure if you could hear him, but he was talking about hanging up for, like, five minutes, so I just did it for him.”

      “They always do that. It’s kind of cute. Like that episode of Friends with Ross and that girlfriend he dated right after his first divorce? I guess it’s a little fitting since you hung up on Mom the same way Rachel hung up on that chick.”

      “Julie. Her name was Julie,” I said, glowering at him. “And this was totally different.” I kind of hated the fact that we’d watched so many episodes of the same sitcoms one of us had a related story for just about everything.

      “Not really....” he wagered, giving me a little more grace than I probably deserved. It was almost exactly the same.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I huffed, folding my arms and unfolding them. “Why won’t anyone listen to what I’m trying to tell them? Something really bad is going on. These people are disappearing, and no one cares.”

      Brandon rested his hand on my shoulder. “Calm down, Cass. They’ll listen. You just have to give them more than a couple of minutes to have time, that’s all.”

      I was shaking my head and pulled away from him, stepping toward the door. Even if no one was going to listen to me, it wasn’t going to stop me from doing some more research. Thoughts of Havel and his wife came to mind. “Whatever. You don’t get it, Brandon. You haven’t seen what’s happening.” Granted, I hadn’t jumped directly into anyone’s head yet, but I could still understand how these people were feeling. People they loved were just gone—and no one seemed to care.

      “I do get it, Cass. Just... why don’t we watch a movie or something and give Hannah or Aurora some time to finish what they’re doing?”

      “All you ever want to do is watch movies!” My voice was a lot louder than I intended, but I felt like he was minimizing my concerns. “There are people out there who need our help.”

      “Not nearly as many as there used to be,” he countered. “Besides, no one is going to do anything until your sister gets back anyway. They’ll want the bosses to say it’s okay.”

      “Oh, so why even bother then?” I countered. “I’m gonna go.”

      “Come on, Cass. Don’t be mad. That’s not what I meant. Of course you should bother. I guess I just don’t understand why you’re all worked up about this.”

      “I guess I just have a tendency to overreact.” I opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. He caught it before I could slam it in his face.

      “I didn’t say that. Cassidy! Stop, why are you so mad at me?”

      “If you don’t know....” I stopped mid-sentence. I sounded like an idiot. If he didn’t know, I wasn’t going to tell him—is that what I was about to say? “It doesn’t matter. I’m not mad. I’m just going back to my room to figure some things out.”

      “Cass, just stay. I’ll help you with the research. I’ve hardly seen you the past few days.”

      “What are you talking about? I was with you at Lucy’s last night.”

      “Yeah, but....” It was Brandon’s turn to stop in the middle of his thought. “I just feel like... something’s different.”

      I stared at him blankly, wanting to shout at him that a lot of things were different. The nagging in the back of my mind as to what they were, though, was something that wouldn’t protrude from my mouth. “Nothing is different.” Alex is dead. He was in love with me, but he’s gone. I shook my head to clear it. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Cass? Cass!”

      I was already walking away from him and would’ve made it to my apartment without even turning my head to see if Brandon was still staring after me if I hadn’t heard a door open to my right near the elevator. When I glanced over to see whose apartment it was, I noticed Brandon standing in the hall staring at the floor, rubbing the back of his neck, and felt like a witch.

      “Everything okay, Cass?” Jamie asked as Brandon went back into his apartment.

      Drawing a deep breath in through my nose, I turned my attention to the Healer. He looked genuinely concerned, though also a little perturbed. He was wearing gym shorts and a white T-shirt, and I honestly couldn’t remember ever seeing him dressed in anything that casual. I realized it was a Saturday afternoon, and since there was no hunt the night before and nothing going on that night, a lot of people might be home hanging out—everyone but Hannah and Aurora apparently.

      “I’m fine,” I assured Jamie, wishing I hadn’t brought him to the door when he was obviously trying to chill. I assumed Ashley Stone, his girlfriend, was also in the apartment but didn’t bother to try to look past him. He was probably making her a fancy lunch or they were doing kickboxing together.... “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right. You just seemed like something was bothering you, so I thought I’d make sure you didn’t need anything.”

      “Actually....” It occurred to me that not only was Jamie also on the leadership team, he had a lot more sway with both Hannah and Aurora than Elliott did. “I might be able to use your help. If you have a minute.”

      Jamie glanced over his shoulder back into his apartment. “Ashley’s taking a nap, so as long as you’re not planning on raising your voice at me, I guess so.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered again, assuming that was his reason for coming out into the hallway in the first place, to make Brandon and I start acting like civilized human beings before his girlfriend was awoken by our antics.

      “She’s not feeling too well today,” he further explained as I followed him into his living room, which was immaculately clean. I noticed a picture of his sister, Margie, who is a beast, on a table behind the couch and thought it was sweet that he keeps her picture next to an ancient one of his parents, even though they don’t get along very well.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Stomach bug?” I asked, taking the seat he offered on the couch.

      “Something like that. She’ll be fine.”

      That seemed odd to me, but I decided not to pry. I couldn’t imagine there was anything Jamie couldn’t heal now that he could shoot blue healing light out of his hands. Before I had a chance to try to figure out exactly how to ask for his help in getting an audience with the leadership team, he made it easy on me and asked, “So what is it? Everything all right?”

      His tone was nonchalant, but he knew there was something going on or else, not only would I not be here, I wouldn’t have been all worked up in the hallway. “No, not exactly. I mean, everything is fine with me. But... there are a lot of missing people in Europe. Like a lot a lot. And I was hoping maybe I could get a few minutes in front of the leadership team to get them to understand that what’s going on is more than a little alarming. So... I asked Elliott to help me because Hannah’s too busy to talk to me right now, and Aurora’s in the gym. Not that Aurora would listen to Elliott, but Hannah would. At least I think she would.” I dropped my eyes and realized I was rambling. “Anyway, I was just hoping... maybe you wouldn’t mind mentioning something to Hannah?”

      I looked up into his eyes and noticed he had a look on his face like he felt sorry for me, like he could vaguely recall what it was like to be an enthusiastic kid that no one really takes seriously. “Okay,” he said with a shrug. “We have a weekly meeting scheduled for tomorrow evening. I can ask her. I don’t think we have a whole lot on the agenda, so I’m sure she wouldn’t mind giving you a few minutes. You could’ve probably waited until she was done with whatever she’s working on and she’d get back to you, though, Cass.”

      “Maybe so,” I said, pushing my hair back over my shoulder. “But I figured she’d put more stock in what Elliott had to say—or you.” I probably should’ve come here in the first place. Elliott was reluctant to help me with anything after I’d made him help me move out of my parents’ apartment. “Thanks, Jamie. I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s no problem,” he assured me, folding his arms before he said, “just be ready for her to want to wait until Aaron comes back. She doesn’t like to make decisions without his approval, and I doubt she’ll even want to contact him, unless what you have to show her is really bad.”

      “It is really bad,” I blurted out before I even let the idea that Hannah might not want to go to Europe immediately settle in. “Surely she won’t be able to ignore this. We’re talking dozens, maybe hundreds of people, Jamie. It’s insane.”

      His eyes widened, so I could see he agreed with me that it was a lot. “Make sure you have all of your sources and all of your ducks in a row, and we’ll see what we can do.”

      I thought about the idiom he’d used and figured I had unruly squirrels, not nicely situated ducks. He was right, though. I couldn’t stand up in front of the leadership team and talk to them like I was addressing a group of friends at a froyo place. “I’ll make sure I have everything in order,” I assured him, taking a deep breath and slapping a smile on my face.

      There was no need for me to stay there. I’d gotten what I wanted. I couldn’t imagine Hannah telling Jamie no, so I would need to go back to my apartment and start preparing what I was going to say. But something about that photo of Margie caught my eye. I must’ve been staring at Jamie’s older sister for a few seconds because he asked me again, “Is everything okay, Cass?”

      “Yeah.” I shook my head to clear it but found my hand reaching out to touch the frame anyway. It was a more recent picture than the one of his parents, which had to have been taken about a hundred and twenty years ago, since I’m pretty sure they died in the 1930s or 40s. Margie’s hair was a normal color in the picture, not the blue it is now, and it looked like maybe she hadn’t been expecting the picture because she looked borderline annoyed. I remembered the story Jamie had told me about how they’d both Transformed the same night, the night before Margie’s twenty-first birthday, when she would’ve theoretically not been able to Transform after that, though I’m not quite sure anymore what’s a solid truth and what has wiggle room when it comes to all of the rules everyone thought were in place.

      Margie had run out of their house, frustrated that her parents didn’t want her to Transform, and Jamie had followed, afraid she’d get hurt. She’d found a Vampire that night, her goal, and chased it down the street, her younger brother running after her. A streetcar had hit her, cracking her head open on the pavement, and if both siblings hadn’t already begun the Transformation process, Margie would’ve died that night. Even though Jamie was already a really successful surgeon well before his own twenty-first birthday, he wouldn’t have been able to save her if it wasn’t for his magical powers.

      If Margie Joplin had died that night, or if she’d never taken off in pursuit of a Vampire, causing her brother to follow along, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be a Vampire, I guess. Unless some other Healer on the team was capable of doing what Jamie had for me that afternoon in Philadelphia.

      My sister would be dead, too. The bullet Laura sent through her chest would’ve killed her.

      Aaron would be dead—killed by a Hunter whose hand and weapon were taken over by a Vampire in Paris a few weeks after my sister started this journey.

      I wondered who else would be dead if Jamie wasn’t able to save them and imagined it would be just about everyone I know. There was no point in asking him how many people he’d saved, though, because I was sure he didn’t keep count. He just did it. That’s who he is. And now, with his enhanced powers, I imagined how many more people he could save. He could’ve saved Alex, but he didn’t want Jamie to. I imagined that was hard for the Healer to live with but didn’t want to ask that, either. There was someone else he wasn’t able to save, though. Elliott. But now, would Jamie have been able to hit the other Guardian with his blue light from across the forest floor in Sierraville and spare his life?

      “Cass?” he said again, leaning toward me. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Sorry. I was just wondering... do you think there are different degrees of death?”

      I pulled my eyes away from Margie’s picture to look at him and saw by his expression that he wasn’t completely shocked at the question, as if he’d pondered it himself before. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he made a joke. “You mean like ‘only mostly dead’?”

      I giggled, recognizing the line from The Princess Bride, one of my favorite movies. Elliott quotes it all the time, but only recently have I noticed Jamie is also familiar with the movie. “Something like that,” I nodded. “Do you think... if someone had only been dead for a few seconds, your blue light could suck them back in?”

      “Why do you ask?” He shifted on the couch again, and I regretted making him feel uncomfortable. That wasn’t my intention when the question had popped out of my mouth.

      “I don’t know. I was just thinking about... Elliott.” And Alex. But I wouldn’t say that. There was no question Jamie could’ve saved him. If he’d wanted to live.

      “No, Cass, I don’t think so. I think dead is dead. I can fix just about everything if there’s a beating heart and a functioning brain. But once a person has left their body, the power isn’t really a factor anymore.”

      My head rocked back and forth slightly. That made sense to me.

      “Now, if I could manage to bring them back with CPR, regular doctor stuff like any other medical expert, I might be able to fix their body well enough for them to stay, but if I knew what it was that made some people come back once their heart had stopped and what made other people stay gone, I’d be a lot more important than I am now.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” I said, meaning it. He rolled his eyes at me and shook his head because Jamie’s one of the most humble guys on the planet, even if he really shouldn’t be. He could hold it over our heads all the time that we are here because of him. But he never brings it up. Never.

      “I’d just as soon go ahead and keep everyone more than slightly alive.”

      “Me, too,” I agreed. I glanced back at Margie’s picture and then to the one next to it, on the other side, away from his parents. I’d thought it was Ashley when I’d first sat down, but upon closer inspection, I realized it wasn’t. It was Ellie, the girl Jamie had intended to marry back before World War II, before she died at Pearl Harbor. It was a different picture, one I hadn't seen before, but it was uncanny how much the two women looked alike. Ashley was pretty cool for letting him keep that out, I decided.

      Ellie was wearing capri pants and a button down shirt, her hair tied up in a bandana of some sort, and the expression on her face made me smile. She looked like she was about to wink at the camera, her lips puckered, her hands on her hips. “What were you guys doing?” I asked, smiling back at the image.

      “Oh, uh, we were getting ready to go help clean up a beach after a storm,” he said, running a hand down his face like maybe part of him didn’t want to talk about it, but the rest of him did. “She was worried about wearing pants, but I told her it was still windy out, and she wouldn’t want all the other guys looking at her knickers. She was in the middle of saying they wouldn’t if they knew what was good for them because her best guy would beat them up if they dared. And then she winked at Aaron, who had the camera.”

      I laughed. She was so feisty. “Did that make you mad?”

      “No, not really,” he said shaking his head. “She was always flirting with him, in this over-the-top, ridiculous way, saying she wanted to get a rise out of me, but I thought it was funny. I knew she was joking, and I certainly wasn’t worried that he was interested in Ellie.”

      “Why?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “She’s beautiful. I mean, she was beautiful.” I probably shouldn’t have changed the tense.

      “Because Aaron still wasn’t interested in anyone. He had just started dating again around the time I met Ellie, after about a century of swearing off all women. There was another Hunter, fifty years before that.... If he was going to date anyone seriously, it would’ve been her. But he passed her up, and then I knew he just wasn’t ready. After you go through something like that, what he went through with Aislyn, what I went through with Ellie, you don’t just fall in love again, not easily. I was beginning to wonder if Aaron would ever get married again.” His head was moving slowly from side to side again, and I tried not to fixate on what he’d said about the other Hunter. Did Cadence know about her? Not that it mattered much now since she probably wasn’t around, or if she was she probably looked like she could be his great-grandma. “Then, one day, he came back from Shenandoah, and I knew it was just a matter of time.”

      A smile spread across my face. “How did you know?”

      “Just by the way he was suddenly determined to find someone else to keep an eye on your sister, like if he was around her for a moment more, even at a distance, he was gonna come unhinged. I was really surprised it took as long as it did, once your sister joined the team, for him to admit how he felt.”

      “Didn’t he kiss her, like, the first week?” I was under the impression that the first time the newlyweds had kissed had been the same day my sister got her IAC.

      “Yeah, I think so. But he was still in strong denial, even after that. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now, I guess.” His eyes moved from mine to Ellie’s and he made a sort of a small sigh like he wanted to say more about the beautiful blonde but there was no point. She was gone, and she wasn’t coming back.

      “Do you think we’ll see them again?” The question was out of my mouth before I could even consider whether or not it was a good thing to ask. “I mean, I know what they say at church, and I want to believe that and all. I just... do you think so?”

      “I do.” There was no hesitation in the Healer’s head nod. “I absolutely do. Especially since Elliott’s been there.”

      “Right.” I had considered that before as well. When he came back through the Blue Moon Portal, he’d said he couldn’t remember what it was like, but it was wonderful. The idea made me feel better, and it was nice to know Jamie concurred. He’s one of the smartest people alive, after all.

      “I have no doubt, one day we’ll see all of them again. Ellie, my parents, Janette and Jordan, Drew, Jack... Alex.”

      The last name didn’t quite tumble from his lips the way the rest of them did, and I suddenly wished I had a candid picture of Alex I could sit out on a table behind my sofa, not that I have a table behind my sofa or even room for one.... I needed to go. “Thanks, Jamie.” I stood up, hoping the tears in my eyes would stay in the corners and not come flowing out. Ashley was a saint for letting Jamie keep that picture there. If I had one of Alex, Brandon would probably glare at it every time he came over.

      I was up, and he followed me to the door. “Sure thing, Cass. It was nice talking to you.”

      “You, too,” I said, meaning it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d sat down and talked to Jamie, but it had been too long. “Hope Ash feels better soon,” I said, still trying not to dwell on the fact that it was weird he didn’t just fix her.

      “She will, I’m sure,” he said with an odd look on his face. I tried not to stare and ponder what it meant. Instead, I gave him another smile and bounded out the door toward my apartment, thinking I needed to get started on all the work I had to do.

      Footsteps behind me didn’t register until I was almost to my apartment. “Cass, can we talk?”

      I sighed, trying not to ram my head into the door. So much for getting any work done...
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      Even if I had intended to tell him no, Brandon was behind me when I pushed through the door, so I really didn’t have much of a choice but to let him in. I could try to explain that I had a lot to do now that Jamie had agreed to talk to Hannah for me, but something told me my boyfriend wouldn’t be deterred.

      “Listen, I’m really sorry about the way I acted before,” he began, following me through the living room to the kitchen like I wasn’t completely ignoring him. “I wasn’t being very fair to you. Clearly, you’re very concerned about the situation in Europe, and I haven’t given it the attention it deserves.”

      I pulled the fridge open while he was talking, grabbed a bottle of Dr. Pepper, and then turned and looked at him about the time he finished his statement. Those words had not originated in my boyfriend’s head. “Who have you been talking to? Tara? Not Lucy; you didn’t say, ‘OMG.’ Your mom?”

      “What?” He made a face like it shocked him I didn’t believe he’d come up with that line himself. “No, listen, Cass, I’m sorry.”

      I closed the refrigerator and unscrewed the lid from my pop, going back into the living room. I didn’t want to argue anymore, I really didn’t. But I was more than a little perturbed that he’d just followed me down the hall and into my apartment, and all I really wanted to do was see if I could locate Havel’s wife. Maybe I could jump into Mika’s brain and see what was going on.

      “Fine,” I said, conjuring up a smile I hoped looked legitimate. “I accept your apology.” I grabbed a notebook off of my coffee table and a pen. I didn’t really need them, and if Brandon hadn’t been there, I probably wouldn’t have bothered, but having something in my hands while I’m doing research helps remind other people that I’m working. Usually. Brandon sat down on the couch a cushion over. I raised an eyebrow. So did he. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he said with a hard shrug, which told me it was clearly not nothing. “Just... aren’t you...?”

      “Aren’t I what?” I tossed the notebook back on the coffee table. “Sorry?”

      “I mean... usually when someone apologizes, the other person says they’re sorry, too, that’s all.”

      “Oh, okay. Gee, Brandon, I’m so sorry that I barged into your apartment and interrupted your day in order to request that your father, who is supposed to be my friend, help me out by talking to his boss about getting me an audience at the leadership team meeting tomorrow, something he refused to do, and that I had to go bother Jamie with my problems instead of relying on my boyfriend and his father to help me out. I’m so sorry if that ruined your otherwise spectacular afternoon!”

      I was shouting again. I didn’t mean to be, but I was. And obviously we both knew that wasn’t exactly what he’d been looking for in an apology. But I wasn’t about to admit that I should also apologize to him for losing my temper earlier. I wasn’t ready for that, and if he’d given me a few minutes or an hour, instead of following me here, maybe I would’ve been ready. But he didn’t. So I was yelling. Again.

      “Fine, Cass.” Brandon shook his head, curls dancing everywhere, and pulled himself up off of the couch, pushing his hands into his pockets as he headed for the door. “I’m sorry I expected a common courtesy from you.” He didn’t sound mad like me, just sad. Maybe a little tired. “I’ll see you later, if you decide you wanna do something.”

      “I’m busy,” I reminded him, pulling my notebook back to my hand with my powers. I opened it and turned to a blank page. I knew he was watching me from the entryway. I could feel his eyes on me. I started writing, probably not even in complete sentences, and kept scrawling all over the page until he opened the door and stepped out into the hallway.

      The second he did, I closed the notebook, and the tears that had been threatening to show themselves all afternoon finally sprang free from my eyes. I should have been used to it by now. I had tissues strategically located all over my apartment I’d spent so much time crying lately, though I’m not exactly proud of it. I try so hard to be tough on the outside so no one will mess with me or accuse me of being the little girl I appear to be, but ever since Alex died.... I couldn’t think about him. I couldn’t think about Brandon or how stupid I was being. I couldn’t wonder if all of these fights meant there was more wrong than I was willing to admit.

      So I sat there and cried until the tears wouldn’t come out anymore, wiping at my eyes with a tissue from the box behind a throw pillow. I was just beginning to catch my breath when I got a message from Jamie. “Good news. Hannah says you can have fifteen minutes tomorrow night, so be ready. Meeting starts at 8:00 in the old conference room.”

      Despite my swollen eyes and tear streaked cheeks, I found myself smiling. “Thanks, Jamie,” I sent back, glad he couldn’t see me. I definitely knew the room he was talking about—the same place where I’d gotten so angry, I’d literally knocked a hole in one of the tables.

      “No problem. Are you and Brandon doing okay?”

      I realized he must’ve seen Brandon following me down the hall earlier even when I wasn’t willing to acknowledge the situation, and obviously he’d heard us fighting, hence him coming out into the hallway to begin with. “We will be,” I said, though saying the words to him didn’t make me any more confident that they were true. I needed to get a handle on things.

      “Good,” my friend replied, and I could tell he was actually concerned, which made me think that maybe I should be concerned. “If you need to talk, Cass, let me know. I’m sure it’s not easy having your sister gone at a time like this.”

      A time like this.... A time like after Alex died? “Thanks, Jamie. It was nice talking to you today.” I knew we’d already said that, but it really had been. I could’ve listened to his stories for hours. But I had work to do, and I’m sure he had other things to get to, too.

      “You, too,” he said, probably more out of being polite than really meaning it since I hadn’t exactly been the conversationalist. Jamie really is one of the nicest people in the world, and I knew if I wanted to go down there and spill my guts to him about Alex, he’d listen. Ash would, too, for that matter. But I couldn’t talk to her about it because my sister isn’t a fan.... I just needed to put it all out of my head and get to work.

      So I did.

      I started with reaching out to Mika Novak, hoping I could figure out where she was and if she’d been changed into a Vampire or if she was literally just missing like a normal human being. But I couldn’t find her anywhere, which was really strange. I double-checked the date on the article I’d read about Havel looking for her and saw that it was dated about a week ago. So she’d been missing for less than two weeks. If she’d been changed into a Vampire, I should’ve been able to find her easily enough as she would’ve likely gone through the entire Resurrection process by now. It can take longer for some people, depending upon how the Vampire that is changing them goes about it, but for the most part, it’s pretty quick. Sometimes it happens within a few hours. She didn’t seem to be a Vampire, though. I put out some feelers in the Vampire community to see if anyone knew anything about her, but I couldn’t locate her name in any of the conversations I was overhearing, and when I straight out asked a few Vampires I could reach in her area, no one seemed to know anything.

      But there were other whispers. There were new Vampires over there, lots of them, just not one by the name of Mika Novak. I wondered what that might be all about and put finding Mrs. Novak on hold so I could look at those missing persons reports again.

      They were adding up. The more I dug into the numbers, the more astonished I became. I started compiling data, cross-referencing names and dates, making sure I wasn’t double counting anyone. After about six hours of looking through all of the resources Christian had introduced me to, I had over four hundred names on my list—which was unbelievable to me. The leadership team definitely needed to hear about this, sooner rather than later.

      But that still didn’t answer my question about Mika Novak. Where was she? Was it possible she was actually just a missing person? Maybe she ran away with a boyfriend her husband didn’t know about, or maybe she was kidnapped by a legit bad person. Maybe she fell off of a cliff.... I supposed it was a possibility her being gone had nothing to do with the Vampires I had heard whispers of earlier, but really, what were the chances? It was certainly not a possibility that all four hundred of these people had been taken captive by regular ol’ kidnappers. I wanted to spend some time seeing if I could find any of them in Resurrected states, but when I glanced at the clock and saw how late it was getting and remembered I hadn’t eaten anything in hours, I decided to take a break.

      I had a lot of missed messages on my IAC. I saw them each come through as I was digging around, but I hadn’t responded to any of them because when I’m in the zone, it’s hard for me to pull my head out of the trenches. Brandon was irritated. He’d tried apologizing for his poor apology earlier, and I’d just said, “I’ll get back to you,” which is a standard answer I send my friends when I’m working to let them know I can’t respond at the moment. That usually satisfies him for an hour or two, but this time, he was more than a little upset that I’d let four hours pass. By the fifth message after my short response, he just said, “Never mind. I’m going to the arcade with Dax. See you tomorrow.”

      The arcade, Pizza Triangle, is off-campus. After Holland was sucked into the Blood Moon Portal, the ban on Hunters leaving campus was lifted, so technically, I could go to the arcade if I wanted to. But I can’t drive. So that would mean tracking down Lucy or Tara or someone else and asking them to take me, and I saw messages from both of them that let me know they were actually already there. So all of my friends had gone out without me. I know, I know. That’s my fault. I should’ve responded sooner so I could go, too, if I wanted to go. And part of me wanted to. But the rest of me knew that the meeting I had with the leadership team the next night was important. Not only would I have to have all of my numbers right, I’d have to present the information to them in such a way that they could see the critical state of the matter. If I stood up there and sounded like a teenager asking to go to the mall, they’d laugh and ignore me. I needed to convince a bunch of people who’d been alive for almost a collective millennia that I knew something they didn’t, something important.

      So as much as I would’ve liked to be hanging out at the arcade, eating pizza and watching Brandon spend a fortune trying to win me another plushie I didn’t need, I was better off staying in my apartment. I went about making myself a box of macaroni and cheese, trying to stay out of my own head so I didn’t burn it, and turned a movie on, thinking they couldn’t possibly stay at the arcade all night. Maybe when they got back, I’d be tired of searching through newspapers and other people’s heads and I could go over to wherever they’d be hanging out to join them.

      But... that’s not what happened. I ate my gourmet dinner and a bowl of ice cream, downed a couple more Dr. Peppers, and got so lost in trying to piece together what was happening on the other side of the planet, I totally missed my chance to go hang out at Dax’s place when they got back from the arcade around 9:00. That was two hours before my curfew, plenty of time to watch a movie. Instead, I’d been up to my eyeballs in other people’s thoughts.

      I felt like a horrible friend and an even worse girlfriend. Brandon hadn’t said anything else to me until right before my curfew. Then, it was just a quick, “Missed you. Hope you had a good night. Love you—see you tomorrow.”

      I looked at it for a few minutes and thought about the texts he’d sent me when he was still trapped in the portal and how, at the time, I thought I couldn’t possibly ever love anyone more than I loved him. How, once he got back, I wanted to spend every minute of every day with him so I knew he’d never disappear on me again. But that’s not how all of that worked out. Maybe if Alex hadn’t sent me that message, I’d still feel that way. Now, when I see a note like that from Brandon, it just makes me feel guilty, like I don’t love him enough. I do love him, though, and there’s not anyone else I want to be with. Not even Alex. So why do I feel like crap whenever he says he loves me?

      If there was an answer for that, it escaped me. I sent back, “Sorry—I was really in deep, trying to sort out this stuff in Europe. Something crazy is going on. I’ll be talking to the leadership team about it tomorrow evening. Maybe we can have lunch tomorrow?” I was supposed to go help Aurora with training the next day, but I should be back in plenty of time to have lunch with Brandon. As far as I knew, he didn’t have any other plans, but that might’ve changed while he was out with our mutual friends.

      It took him a while to answer me. I thought maybe he was still mad and didn’t want to talk. But after about twenty minutes, he said, “Sure. Come by when you’re done in the gym.” I had a feeling that meant he actually wanted to make me lunch, something he did sometimes. He’s not any more of a chef than I am, but he’s pretty good at grilled cheese and a couple of other quick dishes, and that sounded better to me than pizza, which is what he’d eat at every meal, given the chance.

      “Sounds good. Love you, too.” I did—I do. I didn’t know why it seemed like an afterthought.

      Sleep sounded like a really good idea. I decided to go ahead and send Hannah a visual so she knew where I was. Sometimes she checks in with me to make sure I haven’t missed my curfew. Other times, she doesn’t. If I was going to actually try to get some sleep, I wanted to make sure she didn’t wake me up in a few minutes with an IAC message asking me to prove where I was. She had messaged me earlier to apologize about not getting back to me, reminding me that there are so many reports she has to check every day, even though there aren’t a lot of hunts going on right now, and that she doesn’t know how Aaron does it. So when she got my message that I was going to bed, she said, “See you tomorrow,” and I imagined she was referencing the meeting. That made my stomach knot up. I couldn’t think about it and sleep, though, and right now, sleep was more important. Even with training and lunch with Brandon, I’d have time before the meeting to go over my notes and make sure I was convincing. I had to be convincing. If I wasn’t, more people would disappear, be turned into Vampires—more people would die. And we couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t let that happen.
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