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"Around them, the beastliness of the night takes flight with

its shadowy wings. The time of the vampire has come."

Salem's Lot (Stephen King)
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Prologue
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The night Cassie McClay discovered her destiny as a vampire slayer began like any other in Brenton, a small town where routine was as unyielding as the hills surrounding it. The full moon hung low on the horizon, and the autumn breeze barely rustled the dry leaves on the empty streets. Cassie, barely 15 years old, was heading home after her shift at the local café, ignoring the slight shiver running down her spine.

However, that night would be different. That night, everything she thought she knew about her life would change forever.

The path to her house was usually quiet—a short walk through the residential neighborhood. But as she crossed a deserted park, the air grew heavier, as if something unseen was stalking her. She paused for a moment, unsure whether her mind was playing tricks on her, and then she felt it: a shadow moving faster than her thoughts, a whisper in the darkness. She wasn’t alone.

“Who’s there?” she asked, trying to sound braver than she felt.

There was no answer, only the crunch of dry branches under footsteps so light they barely touched the ground. Cassie stepped back, and just as she was about to run, a figure emerged from the trees.

It was a man—tall and thin, with skin so pale it seemed to glow under the moonlight. His eyes, red like dying embers, fixed on her with an intensity that froze her in place. A low hum reverberated in her mind, a primal warning telling her that whatever stood before her was not human.

The man smiled, and in the blink of an eye, he was just a few steps away. There was no way he could have moved so quickly.

“It’s... you,” said the stranger, his voice seductive but laced with menace.

Cassie didn’t understand anything. Her whole body trembled, panic beginning to take hold of her. But then, something unexpected happened. Inside her chest, a spark ignited—a warm sensation she had never felt before. Without knowing why, her muscles tensed, and her body reacted in a way she could never have anticipated.

With an instinctive movement, Cassie raised her arm, searching for something—anything—to defend herself. But it wasn’t an object that materialized in her hand. Instead, it was a glow, a golden light that burst from her palm as if it had always been there, waiting to be summoned.

The man stepped back, his eyes shining with a mix of surprise and fear.

“It can’t be,” he whispered. “You’re not ready yet.”

Cassie didn’t understand what was happening, but her body seemed to know. The light in her hand grew brighter, and before she could think to stop, she hurled it toward the figure. The flash illuminated the park for a brief moment, blinding the creature. The man screamed, and his body disintegrated into a cloud of dark dust carried away by the wind.

Silence returned.

Cassie fell to her knees, gasping for air. She didn’t know what had happened, but one thing was clear: her life would never be the same.

Days later, her mother, who had always been reserved and somewhat distant, took her to a small room in the back of their house. Cassie had never seen that room before. The walls were covered with ancient symbols, and gleaming weapons hung from the shelves.

“Cassie,” her mother said gravely, her expression serious, “there’s something I’ve always hidden from you. Not because I wanted to, but because you weren’t ready. But now... I can’t keep it from you any longer.”

Cassie looked around the room, her mind still reeling from what had happened in the park. She knew what she had done wasn’t normal. No human could generate that light, that power.

“You are a vampire slayer, like me, like all the McClay's before you.”

The words hit her like a physical blow.

“What?” she whispered, unable to believe it. “A vampire slayer?”

Her mother nodded slowly, then began to tell her a story that would change her life forever. For centuries, the McClay family had been part of an ancient order dedicated to hunting and eliminating vampires. Their abilities were passed down through their bloodline, awakening when danger became imminent.

“That night in the park,” her mother continued, “was just the beginning. Soon, your powers will grow, and your destiny will fully reveal itself. But you must be prepared. The vampires will know you’ve awakened, and they won’t sit idly by.”

Cassie felt a dizzying sense of vertigo. Part of her wanted to deny it all, but another, deeper and more powerful part of her knew it was true. Something inside her had changed. She had felt the power, the force that connected her to generations of hunters before her.

“And what am I supposed to do?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Her mother handed her a silver dagger, the same one that had belonged to her grandmother, the most legendary vampire slayer in their family.

“Train. And when the time comes, fight.”

Cassie took the dagger, feeling the weight of the cold steel in her hand, and realized her normal teenage life was over. She had stepped into a world where darkness was real, and it was her duty to destroy it.
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Cassie McClay had never fit the typical image of a high school student, and neither had her friends. As the morning sun illuminated the streets of Brenton, she walked with a mixture of discomfort and resignation toward school, thinking about everything that had changed since she discovered her legacy as a vampire hunter. The echo of her battle in the park still lingered in her mind, but she forced herself to ignore it as she crossed the threshold of the school building.

In front of the lockers, the first to greet her was Emily "Em" Sorensen, her best friend since elementary school. Emily was an incredibly intelligent girl, with a perfect GPA and an ability to memorize dates and formulas that amazed even the teachers. However, her intelligence and desire to excel academically had made her the target of ridicule from the more popular students. Cassie had always admired her dedication and inner strength, even though Emily never felt part of the "cool" groups.

"Have you studied for the physics exam?" Emily asked while adjusting her large black-framed glasses and pulling out her perfectly organized folder of notes.

Cassie forced a smile.

"You know I haven’t, Em. I barely had time last night."

Emily looked at her sideways. Even though she didn’t know the truth about Cassie’s legacy, she always noticed when something was off.

"You look tired," she commented softly. "If you need help, just let me know."

Cassie was about to respond when Theo Rivers, the third member of their small group, appeared. Theo was tall, with a dazzling smile and a sharp sense of humor. His clothes were always impeccable, with perfectly chosen combinations that reflected his vibrant and bold personality. Being openly gay in a small high school wasn’t always easy, but Theo handled it with a confidence that disarmed anyone who tried to mess with him.

"Cassie, darling!" Theo said, dragging the words as he approached and gave her a side hug. "I hope you're ready for the worst math class of our lives."

Cassie let out a laugh, the first one all day. Theo always managed to pull her out of her dark thoughts.

"Being ready is not my thing, but I guess I’ll survive," she replied.

"Darling, surviving is what we do best," Theo said with a wink as he opened his locker.

The three friends began walking down the hall toward their first classes of the day. From the outside, they might have seemed like an unusual group: Emily, the quiet girl with round glasses and nerdy vibes; Theo, the gay guy who radiated confidence; and Cassie, the vampire hunter who, despite her seriousness, managed to keep her double life under control as best as she could.

As they walked, Cassie noticed something that had been bothering her since entering the school. It was a barely perceptible buzz, an unease in the air. Her senses, sharper since her powers had awakened, were picking up on something unusual. Not wanting to alarm her friends, she glanced toward the end of the hallway, where an unfamiliar figure was watching her.

It was a tall, slender guy with messy black hair and dark eyes that seemed to absorb all the light around him. His clothes were strangely old-fashioned, like he had just walked out of a ballroom from a hundred years ago, but no one else seemed to notice him. There was something about him that triggered an alarm in Cassie’s mind.

"Who’s that?" she whispered without realizing it.

"Who’s who?" Theo asked, glancing in the direction Cassie was pointing but seeing nothing unusual.

“Nothing, forget it.”

The guy had disappeared as quickly as he had appeared. Cassie tried to shake off the strange feeling that was invading her, but she knew something was going on. Could he be another vampire? If he was, she would have to stay alert.

The math class was a whirlwind of formulas that Cassie barely processed. Her mind kept returning to the strange guy and the sense of danger that came with him. After class, as she was putting her books away, Emily and Theo approached her.

“Cass, you're distracted again” said Emily, crossing her arms. “What's going on?”

Theo looked at her with concern, but with that inquisitive gleam in his eyes that he always had when he knew something interesting was about to happen.

Cassie hesitated. She hadn’t told her friends about her true identity as a vampire hunter. She wanted to protect them from the danger that came with her life. But, at the same time, she was starting to feel guilty for hiding something so important from them.

“It's just...” she started to say, searching for the right words. “I've had some tough nights. Nothing important, really.”

Emily looked at her skeptically, but Theo was more direct.

“Cassie, I know something is bothering you. And if it has anything to do with that weird guy you were looking at earlier, then we should talk.”

Cassie tensed, surprised that Theo had noticed the strange guy too.

“You saw him too?” she asked.

Theo nodded.

“He was weird, right? Like he came out of an old movie. Do you know him?”

“No” murmured Cassie. “I don't know him, but something about him wasn’t right.”

Emily bit her lip, worried. She knew there were things Cassie wasn’t telling them, and while she respected her privacy, she couldn't shake the feeling that her friend was in danger.

“If there's something you're not telling us, Cass, we're here to help. You know that, right?” Emily said softly.

Cassie sighed. She wanted to trust them, but she wasn’t sure how to do it without putting them in danger. However, before she could decide what to say, the classroom door opened, and the teacher entered to begin the next lesson. The moment for confessions was over, at least for now.

The afternoon passed in the blink of an eye, although for Cassie, each minute in the classroom had felt eternal. The unease she had felt since the morning had not left her, and the strange appearance of that guy in the hallway had only increased her anxiety. She knew that, as night fell, she would have to face a world her friends were not part of.

When her last class finished, Cassie said goodbye to Emily and Theo with the excuse of being tired, although both watched her with the same concern they always had. However, this time, she wouldn’t be able to share what was about to happen.

When she got home, silence filled every corner of the small house she shared with her mother. She closed the door behind her, and as her eyes adjusted to the dimness of the interior, she knew something was about to happen.

“Cassie, come to the dining room. I need to talk to you” her mother's voice sounded firm, but with an urgency she hadn't felt before.

Cassie dropped her backpack on the floor and walked to the dining room, finding her mother standing by the table. In front of her, a man she had never seen before was sitting, staring at her with an intensity that made her stop for a moment.

Damiano Marrone was a man in his forties, with an athletic build that made it clear he was no stranger to combat. His dark hair was beginning to mix with streaks of gray, and his penetrating gray eyes analyzed every move Cassie made with military precision. He wore a worn leather jacket that looked like it had been through many battles, and his hands were calmly folded on the table in front of him.

“Cassie, this is Damiano Marrone,” her mother said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “He will be your new trainer and guardian.”

Cassie frowned. While her mother had mentioned the day she would need a guardian, she hadn't expected it to come so soon. Besides, she didn’t like the idea of someone watching her every move or controlling her actions.

“Guardian?” Cassie repeated, unable to hide her skepticism. “Can’t I do this on my own?”

Damiano watched her quietly for a moment before responding. His voice was deep, but calm, with a slight Italian accent that made him seem even more mysterious.

“You’re capable of much, Cassie, but there’s still a lot you need to learn. We're not just talking about strength or speed, but strategy and knowledge. Being a vampire hunter isn’t just about hunting. It’s about surviving. And for that, you need proper training.”

Cassie crossed her arms, unconvinced.

“I’ve been training with my mother since my powers awakened. I’m not a beginner.”

Damiano offered a small smile, not one of mockery, but of understanding.

“I know, and your mother has trained you well. But there are things you'll only learn in the field, and that's where I come in. My job isn’t just to teach you, but to protect you when needed. Vampires are changing. And so must the slayers.”

Her mother, who had remained silent until then, intervened.

“Cassie, I trust Damiano. He comes from a long line of slayers, just like our family. He’s one of the best. I know this is hard to accept, but I want you to understand that I'm only thinking of your safety.”

Cassie looked at her mother, searching for an answer in her eyes. Since discovering her destiny as a slayer, she had tried to maintain a façade of confidence and strength. But the truth was, she knew very little about the world she now belonged to. Ancient vampires, secret organizations, clans fighting for control... it was all too much, too fast.

Finally, she sighed and sat down in front of Damiano.

“Alright,” she said, though not with complete conviction. “What am I supposed to do?”

Damiano leaned slightly toward her, his expression becoming more serious.

“First, you need to accept that what’s coming will be harder than anything you’ve faced so far. Your physical training is important, but it’s your mind that will really need to be strengthened. The enemy is cunning, unpredictable. And today, vampires are not what they used to be. They’re organized, adaptable.”

“And what does that have to do with me?” Cassie asked, a mix of confusion and defiance in her voice.

"Everything," Damiano replied, his gaze locked onto hers. "You've felt it, haven't you? Things are changing. Vampires aren't as careless as they used to be. There's something in the air, a power that's gathering them. Someone... or something, is pulling the strings, preparing to strike."

Cassie’s heart skipped a beat as she remembered the strange figure she had seen at school that morning—the boy with the empty eyes, dressed in clothes from a bygone era. Her slayer instincts had reacted to him, but now, listening to Damiano, the chill that ran down her spine was back.

"I saw something today," she confessed, her thoughts aligning with Damiano’s words. "A boy at my school. I don’t know what he was, but he wasn’t human."

Damiano exchanged a brief glance with her mother, as if they had expected this.

"You probably saw one of his kind. They're starting to get closer, to observe. They want to know who you are before making their move. And that's why it's crucial you’re prepared."

Cassie swallowed hard, feeling the weight of her destiny pressing down on her in a way she had never experienced before.

"So, when do we start?" she asked finally, knowing there was no turning back now.

Damiano stood up from the table with an approving smile.

"Tonight."

Nightfall in Brenton came swiftly, and the shadows on the streets seemed to stretch longer than usual. Cassie, wearing her leather jacket with a silver dagger hidden under her sleeve, followed Damiano as they walked toward a clearing on the outskirts of the city—a place he had described as “safe” for training.

The full moon lit up the area, and Cassie felt the tension in the air. This wasn’t just training; it was a step into a war where she still didn’t fully understand her role. But with Damiano by her side, and the McClay legacy flowing through her veins, she knew she couldn’t fail.

The clearing Damiano had chosen for the training was surrounded by tall, dark trees that cast eerie shadows beneath the moonlight. The night wind whispered through the branches, making everything around them seem more mysterious and dangerous.   Cassie tried to focus, but the tension in the air and Damiano’s presence kept her body in a constant state of alert.

Damiano stopped at the center of the clearing, displaying the same calm demeanor he had shown in Cassie’s house.

"Before we begin the physical part, you need to understand something," he said, turning to face her. "Hunting vampires isn't just a matter of strength. It’s about the mind and controlling fear. The enemy will outpace you, overpower you, and sometimes, be more cunning. But what you have on your side is knowledge, preparation... and something more." His gray eyes scrutinized her. "You have the Slayer instinct running through your blood."

Cassie nodded, though part of her still didn’t fully understand what that meant.

"First, I’ll assess what you already know. Defend yourself against me," Damiano said, pulling a wooden staff from a hidden sheath in his jacket.

"What?" Cassie barely had time to process his words before he moved.

Damiano lunged at her with unexpected speed, delivering a direct blow with the staff aimed at her abdomen. Cassie barely managed to block it in time, using the reflexes she had developed over years of training with her mother. The impact was strong, stronger than she had anticipated, and she staggered backward.

"Is that all you've got?" Damiano asked, his voice challenging, as he took a step back to give her space.

Cassie gritted her teeth, irritated by his provocation. Without saying a word, she lunged at him, drawing the silver dagger hidden in her sleeve. She spun in a fluid motion, aiming to break through his defense, but Damiano easily dodged, deflecting her attack with his staff.

“You’re fast, but your moves are predictable,” he commented as he blocked another strike. “A vampire would read you like an open book.”

“An open book?” Cassie retorted in frustration, launching another attack, this time with more force.

Damiano blocked the blow again, but this time his expression softened a little.

“I’m not insulting you, Cassie. You’re used to training with your mother, someone who knows your moves and gives you space to improve. But in the field, vampires won’t give you second chances. You need to be unpredictable, confuse your enemy.”

Cassie breathed heavily, her muscles tense from the effort, but she forced herself to focus. She knew Damiano was right. In her past fights, she had always relied on her strength and speed, trusting that she could overcome her enemies purely through instinct. But Damiano was showing her what she had overlooked: strategy.

“Again,” Damiano ordered, getting into position.

Cassie lunged once more, but this time she tried something different. She feigned a direct attack, and when Damiano moved the staff to block, she changed direction at the last second, spinning on her heels to approach from his flank. Her dagger slid toward his side, but just when she thought she had caught him off guard, he moved with inhuman speed, striking her wrist with the staff.

The impact made the dagger fall to the ground, and before she could react, Damiano had her pinned to the ground, holding her arm firmly but without causing any harm.

“Better,” he said, with a small smile. “But you can still improve.”

Cassie, gasping and with her body aching, couldn’t help but feel a mix of frustration and admiration. This man knew what he was doing, and although she didn’t like being outdone so easily, something inside her told her that learning from Damiano could save her life.

Damiano stood up, extending a hand to help her rise.

“Your strength is there, Cassie, but what you need is focus. You can’t rely only on your reflexes. A vampire will study you, see how you move, and adapt. You need to be mentally faster than they are.”

Cassie looked at him as she took his hand and got back to her feet.

“And how do I do that?” she asked, wiping her forehead with her sleeve.

Damiano studied her for a moment before answering.

“That’s what we’re going to work on. From now on, every fight will be a lesson. I won’t just teach you to fight; I’ll teach you to think like a Slayer. Being strong isn’t enough; you need to be smarter than your enemy. That includes studying your opponent and using their arrogance against them.”

Cassie nodded, feeling a renewed sense of determination. She still had a lot to learn, but something in Damiano’s gaze gave her the confidence that she could do it.

Damiano walked over to a bag he had left by the edge of the clearing and pulled out a small wooden stake, tossing it to Cassie.

"This will be your best friend. The most powerful vampires can only be killed with a wooden stake through the heart. But if you get the chance, always aim for their weak spot first: the neck. Cut off their head, and they won't be able to regenerate."

Cassie looked at the stake in her hand, feeling the weight of what her destiny truly meant. Tonight wasn't just training; it was the beginning of a new life.

"Ready to continue?" Damiano asked.

Cassie took a deep breath, her body still sore, but her mind more focused than ever.

"Ready."

Damiano nodded, taking a step toward her.

"Good, because next time, I won’t hold back."

The moon continued to shine over the clearing as Cassie and Damiano trained well into the night. With every movement she made, every strike she launched, she came closer to understanding what it really meant to be a Slayer. And even though she knew the road ahead would be long and difficult, for the first time in a long while, Cassie felt ready to face whatever came her way.
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Chapter 2
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Cassie woke up with stiff muscles and a body drained of energy. Every part of her being reminded her of the training from the night before with Damiano. The sound of her alarm blared in the room like an annoying buzz, and she barely had the strength to stretch and turn it off. She didn’t want to get up, not after everything she had been through, but duty called. She still had to fulfill her other life, the one of a normal teenager who attended school like any other girl her age.

With a heavy sigh, she got out of bed and looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes, slightly swollen, betrayed the lack of sleep, and the reddish marks of some bruises covered her skin. Her mother always told her that she would eventually get used to it, that her body would develop a resistance. But for now, she only felt... broken.

She dressed as quickly as she could and went downstairs to the kitchen. Her mother was already up, holding a cup of coffee and a look of concern on her face.

“How do you feel?” her mother asked, watching her with those all-knowing eyes.

“I’m fine,” Cassie lied, forcing a smile. “Just a little sore.”

“It’s normal. But remember, if you ever feel overwhelmed, you need to tell me.”

Cassie nodded, knowing that her mother genuinely cared, but also understanding that this path had no turning back. She had chosen this fate, and now she had to face it.

At school, the usual bustle filled the hallways. Students walked back and forth, talking about their homework, their plans for the weekend, or simply complaining about the day. Cassie tried to blend in with them, but it felt like it was becoming harder and harder to act like nothing had changed.

She found Theo and Emily at her locker, where they always gathered before class.

“How did it go yesterday?” Theo asked, with an enigmatic smile as he adjusted his jacket. His scrutinizing gaze made Cassie wonder if he noticed something strange about her.

Theo had always been the more perceptive of the two, and although his jovial and carefree nature was what defined him most, when it came to Cassie, his concern was real. Emily, on the other hand, was absorbed in one of her books, quickly flipping through the pages.

“Yesterday was... long,” Cassie replied, trying not to go into details.

“I can imagine. You’ve got that ‘I stayed up late watching series’ look,” Theo joked, giving her a light shove.

Cassie forced a laugh. She couldn’t tell them the truth, and that frustrated her. She wanted to trust them, but she knew they couldn’t comprehend the magnitude of what was happening in her life.

Emily looked up from her book and glanced at her over her glasses.

“You’ve been distant lately, Cassie. Is everything okay?” she asked with her usual directness.

Cassie hesitated for a second, but quickly shook her head.

“Yeah, I’m just a little stressed with... family stuff,” she replied, avoiding further details.

Emily studied her for a few more seconds, as if trying to read between the lines, but finally returned to her book without saying more.

The conversation quickly shifted topics, and as they walked to their respective classes, Cassie felt a pang of guilt. She hated hiding things from them, but she knew it was the safest thing for them.

As she walked through the halls, something made her stop dead in her tracks. A presence. A cold sensation ran down her spine, and immediately, her hunter senses kicked in. She looked around, searching for the source of that feeling. And then she saw him.

He was standing at the corner of the hall, leaning against the wall. His pale skin contrasted with the darkness of his hair, and his deep blue eyes were staring directly at her. There was something about his presence that unsettled her, something she couldn’t explain. It was as if her instincts were warning her that this guy was not like the others.

Cassie tried to remain calm and looked away, but she felt his eyes follow her. Each step she took toward her class seemed to bring her closer to him, and even though she had never seen him before at school, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew him from somewhere.

When she entered her class, the feeling persisted. There was something about that stranger that reminded her of the stories her mother had told her about the oldest vampires, those who had lived for centuries among humans, watching them, studying them. She had heard about them, but never thought one could be so close.

The rest of the day passed in a kind of fog for Cassie. Each class felt distant, every conversation a murmur she could barely register. She couldn’t get the image of the guy in the hallway out of her head. Something didn’t fit. But the most puzzling thing of all was the attraction she felt toward him. It was as if an invisible force was pulling her toward that strange man, an attraction she couldn’t explain or control.

When the bell rang for the last hour, Cassie gathered her things and got ready to leave. But as she reached the school door, there he was. He was waiting for her, as if he knew exactly when and where she would appear.

Their eyes met, and Cassie felt a chill run down her spine.

"Cassie, right?" he said with a soft voice, laden with a strange familiarity.

"Do we know each other?" she asked, trying to sound indifferent, although the rapid beating of her heart betrayed her.

The young man smiled, a smile that wasn’t entirely friendly, but not hostile either.

"Not yet," he replied. "But I’ve seen you before."

Cassie swallowed, trying to control her breathing. Something in his gaze told her this wasn’t a mere coincidence.

"Who are you?" she asked finally, bluntly.

He watched her for a second before responding.

"Someone who understands what you are."

Cassie’s world seemed to stop for a moment. That phrase. That simple phrase made her heart leap in her chest. He knew. He knew what she was. And that could only mean one thing.

"You..." she whispered, taking a step back.

The young man didn’t follow her. He simply tilted his head slightly, as if studying her, gauging her reaction.

"We’ll see each other again soon, Cassie McClay," he said before disappearing into the crowd of students leaving the building.

Cassie stood frozen, her mind spinning in a whirlwind of questions and fear. She knew there was something dark about Derek. She knew he was one of them.

And now, she knew for sure.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a fog for Cassie. Even when her friends tried to talk to her, their words seemed to vanish in the air, barely reaching her ears. Her encounter with that guy had left a mark on her mind, a mental scar she couldn’t erase. She knew she had to do something about it, but what? Talk to her mother? Tell Damiano? Neither of those options felt right. Not yet.

After saying goodbye to Theo and Emily, Cassie decided to go to the local library, the oldest one in town. It was a peaceful place, where the shadows of the tall shelves filled with ancient books always gave her a sense of calm. But today, those same shadows seemed unsettling.

She entered the library with slow steps, her gaze scanning the shelves as if she expected to find answers on the dusty covers of the books. There was something about this place that had always comforted her, maybe because the smell of old paper and ink reminded her of quiet afternoons with her mother, when everything in her life seemed normal. But today, nothing was normal.

She approached the counter, where the librarian, an elderly woman with half-moon glasses and gray hair, greeted her with a warm smile.

"Good afternoon, dear. Are you looking for something in particular today?" asked the librarian.

Cassie hesitated for a moment. She couldn’t just ask about vampires, right? That would be suspicious. She decided to take a more indirect approach.

"Hi. I’m looking for books on mythology, urban legends... that kind of thing." She tried to sound casual, though inside her heart was pounding hard.

The librarian nodded enthusiastically, pointing to a section at the back of the library.

"We have some interesting volumes in the mythology and folklore section, right at the end of the hall. Some are old, but very comprehensive. I'm sure you'll find what you need."

Cassie thanked her with a small smile and walked toward the direction she'd indicated. Upon arrival, she found a series of shelves filled with aged books, their titles speaking of mythical creatures, demons, and spirits. However, what truly interested her were the vampires.

She crouched down to check the lower shelves and found a thick book, bound in dark leather, titled Creatures of the Night: A History of Vampires. She took it in her hands, feeling the weight of the knowledge it contained, and walked over to a nearby table to begin reading.

She slowly opened the book, her fingers sliding over the yellowed pages that creaked under the movement. The introduction spoke of the oldest legends, from European myths to the modern-day versions of vampires in literature and film. However, Cassie wasn't interested in the myths; she wanted to know the hidden truths behind them.

As she continued reading, she came across a section that caught her attention: The Ancient Vampires. This part described a race of vampires that had lived for centuries, beings who had perfected the art of blending in with humans without being detected. Their descriptions eerily matched what she had felt when she saw that young man.

"Ancient vampires are the most powerful and dangerous. They have accumulated centuries of experience and control over their abilities. Some, it is said, have been able to walk in the daylight for brief periods, though weakened, and their influence over the human mind can be devastating. Vampire hunters must proceed with extreme caution when facing these beings, as their charm can be as lethal as their fangs."

Cassie's heart raced as she read those words. That young man fit the description perfectly. It was as if the book was describing exactly what she had felt when he looked at her at school. That strange mix of attraction and fear, as though part of her knew she was in danger but couldn't resist it.

She kept reading until she reached a section about the weaknesses of vampires. The wooden stake remained the most effective method, but the oldest vampires could withstand other attacks longer than the newly turned. The sun, garlic, and traditional crosses were only effective against young or weak vampires. The most powerful could move with some freedom in daylight if they had fed recently.

"The bond between an ancient vampire and a human can be particularly strong. Ancient vampires have the ability to create psychic connections with those they choose. This bond can begin with dreams, intrusive thoughts, or even physical sensations. It is crucial that vampire hunters recognize these symptoms and break the bond before it is too late."

Cassie slammed the book shut, her breathing quickening. She couldn't stop thinking about that mysterious young man and the way he'd looked at her. That connection, that inexplicable attraction... could it be what the book described? Was he trying to create a bond with her?

Before she could fully process that thought, she heard a soft noise behind her. A whisper, as if someone were watching her. She quickly turned her head, but saw no one. Still, she couldn't shake the feeling that she wasn't alone in the library. Something or someone was watching her.

She grabbed the book and shoved it into her backpack, feeling she had gathered enough information for the day. She didn't want to stay any longer in that dark and quiet place, not while her mind was still tangled in thoughts about that strange young man and vampires.

Upon leaving the library, the cool evening air provided some relief, but the feeling of danger lingered. She needed to talk to Damiano. Or her mother. But before doing so, she wanted to be sure of what she was facing. She wanted to be prepared.

The walk home felt longer than usual, or at least that’s how it seemed to Cassie. Every step took her deeper into her thoughts, and every corner seemed to hide secrets she couldn’t unravel yet. The image of that boy burned in her mind—his blue eyes, almost hypnotic, and that smile that promised something more than she could comprehend. It was as if, somehow, he already knew her before they exchanged a single word.

The wind blew gently, lifting fallen leaves that crunched beneath her feet as she walked through the neighborhood streets. She couldn’t help but glance around, expecting to see some sign that she was being watched. The feeling of being followed since she left the library hadn’t disappeared, and no matter how much she tried to convince herself she was being paranoid, a small voice in her head whispered that it wasn’t just her imagination.

Cassie clenched her fists and quickened her pace, wanting to get to the safety of her home as soon as possible. She knew she shouldn’t show fear, but something inside her told her the danger was closer than she thought.

By the time she reached home, the shadows had already stretched long with the setting sun. The night air brought a slight chill, a reminder that the day was fading and the darkness—the vampires’ domain—was about to take over. Her mother wasn’t home, still at work, and the silence in the house gave her a strange feeling of vulnerability.

Cassie went straight to her room, threw her backpack on the bed, and closed the door behind her, feeling the need to be alone. She turned on her desk lamp, and for a moment, the soft yellow glow soothed her. She sat down and opened the book she had taken from the library again, her eyes skimming over the section about ancient vampires, looking for any additional clues about what she might be up against.

"Ancient vampires can form bonds with humans before they even realize it, entering their thoughts, their dreams... their lives."

Those words repeated in her head. Was there something more to the connection she felt with that young boy? Could she already be influenced by him without knowing? The uncertainty loomed like a shadow over everything.

Suddenly, her phone vibrated. Damiano’s name appeared on the screen.

"Are you at home?" his deep voice asked from the other end of the line.

"Yes, why?" Cassie replied, surprised that he was calling so late.

"I’m coming over. There’s something we need to discuss." And with that, he hung up.

Cassie’s heart began to beat faster. Had he discovered something about that mysterious young man? Or did he know what she had been researching? A sense of urgency took over her as she waited for Damiano to arrive.

It wasn’t long before she heard the sound of his car pulling up in front of the house. She hurried down the stairs and opened the door before he could even ring the bell.

Damiano stood there, unusually serious, even for him. He wore a dark leather jacket, and his eyes were hidden under the brim of his hat, but Cassie could feel his intensity.

"Has something happened?" she asked immediately.

"Maybe," he replied, entering the house and closing the door behind him. "I did some research today. There’s something in the city, something powerful. And the worst part is, I think it’s already found you."

Cassie felt a knot form in her stomach.

"Could it be him?" she asked softly, even though she already knew the answer.

Damiano looked at her, his eyes fixed on hers for a long moment before nodding.

“Derek Minetti. I've been tracking him for a while. He's no ordinary vampire, Cassie. He's ancient, much older than any of us could handle alone. And he's here, at your school, for some reason. I don't think it's a coincidence.”

The knot in Cassie’s stomach tightened. She knew Derek was dangerous, but hearing Damiano confirm what she feared made it all feel much more real.

“What does he want from me? she asked, though she was already beginning to sense the answer.”

“I’m not sure” Damiano said “but vampires like him don’t get close to vampire hunters without a reason. Maybe he knows what you are. Maybe he’s been watching you even before you noticed.”

Cassie swallowed. The thought that Derek had been watching her filled her with a mix of fear and... something else, something she didn’t want to admit.

Before she could ask another question, they heard a noise outside, as if someone was walking through the garden. Damiano immediately tensed, his senses sharpened. Cassie moved closer to the window, trying to see through the darkness.

And then, she saw him. Derek, standing under the dim light of the streetlamp, watching the house with an unreadable expression. He wasn’t trying to hide; on the contrary, he was standing out in the open, as if he knew they were watching him.

“He’s here” Cassie whispered, her voice barely audible.

Damiano quickly approached the window and saw him too. His jaw clenched, and for a moment, he looked ready to run outside. But he stopped, evaluating the situation.

“We can’t face him directly now” Damiano said “It’s too risky. But you” he turned to Cassie “you need to talk to him. Find out what he wants from you. But be careful, Cassie. Ancient vampires are masters of manipulation.”

A chill ran down Cassie’s spine. The idea of approaching Derek scared her, but she knew it was necessary. If he was out there, waiting for her, it meant the game had already begun.

“Okay” she said, taking a deep breath “I’ll talk to him.”

Damiano looked at her with concern but nodded. He knew she was strong, but he also knew that Derek posed a real danger.

Cassie left the house, her heart racing as she crossed the garden toward Derek. He watched her in silence, his face impassive, but his eyes glowed with an intensity that almost made her step back.

When she was close enough, Derek spoke, his voice soft and deep, like the echo of a distant dream.

“I knew you’d come.”

Cassie stopped a few meters from him, her body tense, but her gaze defiant.

“What do you want from me?” she asked bluntly.

Derek smiled, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“It’s not what I want from you, Cassie. It’s what we both want.”

Cassie looked at him, confused.

"What are you talking about?"

He took a step toward her, and although he didn't touch her, the proximity made her skin shiver.

"You and I... share more than you think." His voice was an hypnotic whisper. "You're a vampire hunter, but I'm not your enemy, Cassie. At least, not yet."

Cassie's mind was filled with questions, but before she could formulate any, Derek leaned slightly toward her, his eyes glowing with a dark intensity.

"We’ll see each other soon," he said, before disappearing into the darkness, leaving Cassie with more questions than answers.

The cold of the night seemed to intensify when Derek vanished into the shadows. Cassie stood still for a few seconds, her breath hurried and her mind in chaos. Derek’s words echoed in her head: "It’s not what I want from you... it’s what we both want."

What did that mean? What exactly did they share? The feeling that he knew more about her than she was willing to admit became unbearable. It was as if she was playing a game whose rules she didn’t know.

With her heart still pounding, Cassie retraced her steps toward the house. Her body was tense, as if the adrenaline still coursed through her veins, and when she opened the door, the warmth inside did nothing to dispel the chill Derek had left behind.

Damiano was standing by the window, his eyes focused on the darkness outside. He didn’t move or speak when Cassie entered, but his shoulders tensed slightly, waiting for an explanation.

"Well?" he finally asked, not taking his gaze from the spot where Derek had disappeared.

Cassie closed the door behind her and leaned against it for a moment, trying to organize her thoughts.

"It wasn’t what I expected," she admitted, a mix of confusion and frustration in her voice. "He didn’t threaten me. He didn’t even try to attack me. He just... talked to me."

Damiano finally turned toward her, his eyes studying her with a mixture of concern and seriousness.

"What did he say?" he asked, crossing his arms.

Cassie rubbed her forehead, trying to remember every word.

"He said... that it’s not what he wants from me, but what we both want." She paused, trying to understand. "And that we share something, though I don’t know what it means."

Damiano frowned, and for a moment, Cassie could see a spark of alarm in his eyes. He seemed to be evaluating the situation quickly, as if trying to fit the pieces of a puzzle that still didn’t have a shape.

"Did he say anything else?" he pressed.

Cassie shook her head, but there was something she couldn’t stop feeling: that connection, that inexplicable attraction toward Derek, as if a part of her felt... drawn to him, despite what he represented. She knew she couldn’t trust him, but at the same time, something inside her rebelled against that idea. It was as if her own instinct was betraying her.

"Why didn’t he attack me?" she finally asked. "If he’s as dangerous as you say, why just leave?"

Damiano pressed his lips together into a thin line, and for a long moment, he remained silent. When he finally spoke, his voice was low and controlled.

“Ancient vampires like Derek don’t act on impulse. Every move is calculated. If he didn’t attack you, it’s because he’s playing the long game. Maybe he’s trying to manipulate you, make you trust him, lower your guard.” Damiano looked at her seriously. “But don’t be fooled, Cassie. He’s a real danger. Whatever he wants, it won’t be good for you or anyone else.”

Cassie nodded slowly, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more. She knew Damiano was right, but there was something in Derek’s eyes, something that made her doubt. Was it just the influence of the vampire? Or was there something more at play?

She sank into the sofa, exhausted both physically and mentally. Her thoughts spun around what had just happened, but she couldn’t find a clear answer.

“Do you think he’s trying to bond with me?” she asked suddenly, remembering what she had read in the book about ancient vampires.

Damiano narrowed his eyes, considering the question.

“It’s a possibility” he admitted, though his voice sounded uneasy. “Ancient vampires can form psychic bonds, especially if they see something in you that interests them. We can’t underestimate Derek. If he feels he has any power over you, he’ll try to exploit it.”

Cassie shuddered at the idea. The mere possibility that Derek was already infiltrating her mind made her feel exposed and vulnerable. How much influence did he have over her? Could he be doing it without her even realizing?

Damiano took a few steps toward her, and his expression softened slightly, though it was still serious.

“The important thing is that you stay alert. Don’t let his appearance or words deceive you. Ancient vampires are masters of manipulation. Anything he’s said to you, any feelings he’s provoked... it’s all part of his game.”

Cassie nodded, but the doubts remained, like a fog she couldn’t dispel. She knew she had to be strong, that she couldn’t let Derek destabilize her, but there was something about him that made her question everything. And that was the most dangerous part.

Damiano turned toward the door, his imposing presence filling the space.

“I’m going to keep an eye on the surroundings tonight. But if he comes close again, if you feel anything strange, you need to tell me immediately. We can’t let this get out of control.”

Cassie nodded once more, feeling the weight of his words. She knew the danger was near, but she still didn’t fully understand its magnitude. As Damiano left the house, she was left alone with her thoughts, the silence around her amplifying the questions she couldn’t answer.

What did Derek really want from her?

And most troubling of all, why couldn’t a part of her stop thinking about him?
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The next morning arrived with the light of day, but for Cassie, the dawn did not bring the relief she had hoped for. The night had been unsettling, filled with fragmented dreams in which Derek appeared, whispering enigmatic words she couldn’t quite understand. She woke up feeling drained, the unease from the previous night still weighing heavily on her shoulders.

She got ready for school on autopilot, the routine helping her move forward, but her mind remained distracted. She kept wondering what she would do if Derek appeared again. The threat he posed was all too real, and the feeling of being under his influence was hard to shake off.

At school, Theo and Emily immediately noticed that Cassie wasn’t at her best. Concern was evident in their eyes, and it didn’t take long for them to approach her during break.

"Hey, are you okay?" Theo asked, frowning as he watched Cassie, who seemed lost in thought, gazing out of the window into the courtyard.

"Yeah, I’m just a little tired," Cassie replied, trying to sound convincing.

Emily, ever perceptive, wasn’t fooled.

"We know something’s wrong. What happened last night?" she asked, her voice full of concern.

Cassie looked at her friends, and for a moment, she was tempted to tell them everything. But she knew it wasn’t the right time. She couldn’t risk them getting involved more than necessary.

"I don’t want to talk about it right now. I just... need to focus," she said, her voice firm, though her gaze betrayed the worry she felt.

Theo and Emily exchanged glances but nodded, understanding that Cassie needed space.

Throughout the day, Cassie struggled to concentrate in her classes. The feeling of being watched lingered, and her mind kept returning to the enigmatic encounters with Derek. Damiano’s presence in her life had become more necessary than ever, but she also feared that her mentor’s intervention wouldn’t be enough to face such a powerful vampire.

Finally, after classes, Cassie headed to the library, where she usually found peace for her research. This time, however, she wasn’t just looking for information; she needed more than answers.

As she flipped through books and notes, she thought about her encounter with Derek and how he seemed to know things about her, things no vampire should have known. She decided to search for something more specific about the psychic bonds Derek might be trying to establish.

After a while of fruitless searching, her phone vibrated in her pocket. It was a message from Damiano: "See you at the park at 7 p.m. I have important information to share."

Cassie checked the time. She still had some time before the meeting. She felt anxious about what Damiano might reveal, but she also knew that every minute counted. The thought of facing Derek again unsettled her, but she knew she couldn’t avoid it.

When she arrived at the park, Cassie saw Damiano waiting by a bench. He was wearing the same clothes as the previous night, and his expression was even more serious. He seemed on edge, as though he expected danger to appear at any moment.

"Hello," Cassie greeted, trying to sound calm.

Damiano nodded and gestured for her to sit next to him.

"We don’t have much time. I’ve been researching more about Derek Minetti," Damiano began. "It seems that he’s not just an ancient vampire, but he has quite a dark history. He’s been involved in several disappearances over the centuries."

Cassie shivered at this. The idea that Derek had been causing harm for so long made her feel even more vulnerable.

"What else have you found?" she asked, anxious.

Damiano leaned forward, speaking in a low voice.

"There are rumors that Derek is looking for something in particular. Something related to vampire hunters. I’m not sure what exactly it is, but it has to do with the power that ancient hunters possess. He may be trying to find a way to break the bond between vampire hunters and vampires, or even create some kind of alliance."

"An alliance?" Cassie repeated, incredulously. "Why would an ancient vampire want to do that?"

Damiano looked at her, his expression serious.

"Power. Ancient vampires don’t just seek survival. They seek to control and expand their influence. If Derek manages to find what he’s looking for, it could be disastrous not just for you, but for all vampire hunters."

Cassie rubbed her temples, feeling overwhelmed by the magnitude of what she had just heard.

"So, what am I supposed to do?" she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

"For now, keep your distance. Don’t be deceived by his words or by any bond he may try to establish with you. You’re the key to stopping him, but first, you need to fully understand what he wants and how he’s going about it."

Before she could respond, a sound in the distance caught their attention. Damiano stood up, alert.

"It seems we’re not alone." His gaze moved around the park, trying to locate the source of the noise.

Cassie looked in the same direction, but saw nothing unusual. The feeling of being watched returned, and the knot in her stomach tightened once more.

"Do you think Derek is here?" she asked, feeling the fear take over her.

Damiano frowned.

"It’s possible. We can’t take the risk. Go home for now. Stay alert and don’t go out alone."

Cassie nodded, fear in her eyes. She stood up from the bench and headed toward the park exit. As she walked, the thought of Derek haunted her, and the feeling that she wasn’t alone in the darkness was overwhelming.

When she got home, the air felt heavier than ever. She made sure all the doors were locked and checked the windows carefully. The darkness outside seemed denser and more threatening. Every shadow seemed to move, every sound seemed louder.

She sat in her room, with the light on and the curtains drawn, trying to calm herself. She knew she couldn’t let fear take over, but the weight of Damiano’s revelations and Derek’s threat lingered in the back of her mind.

What did Derek really want?

And how could she stop him before it was too late?

The questions kept swirling in her mind, and the night stretched on as Cassie tried to find answers in the growing darkness.

Night had fallen with a mantle of shadows, and the park, usually a place of daytime tranquility, was now wrapped in an unsettling twilight. Cassie had spent most of the night unable to sleep, the anxiety from the encounter with Derek keeping her awake. She knew she had to face him to resolve her doubts, so when the darkness became complete, she prepared to leave.

With the starry sky as her only witness, Cassie headed for the park, moving cautiously through the shadows. Every crunch of dry leaves beneath her feet seemed amplified in the nighttime silence. The park, with its tall trees and empty benches, had a sinister and oppressive air under the moonlight.

She reached the bench where Damiano and she had been talking, and she stopped upon noticing a figure standing in the distance. As she adjusted to the twilight, she recognized Derek. His presence was even more imposing under the moonlight, and the darkness seemed to embrace him, as if it were part of him.

Derek turned towards her with a supernatural elegance. His blue eyes gleamed with a brilliance that couldn’t be explained by the moonlight alone. Though the environment wasn’t the most conducive for a calm conversation, his presence seemed to absorb the light, creating a dramatic contrast.

"What are you doing here?" Cassie said, trying to keep her voice firm despite the tremor in her chest.

Derek smiled, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. It was a gesture that combined amusement with an air of enigma.

"Isn’t it obvious?" he responded in a soft tone. "You’ve ventured into the darkness in search of answers. Isn’t that what you always do?"

Cassie stepped forward; the tension palpable in the air. The night had heightened her emotions, and every word from Derek seemed to resonate with an unsettling depth.

"I’m not here for games." Her voice was harder now. "I want to know what you want from me."

Derek took a step towards her, his movements fluid and almost hypnotic in the twilight. Though the surroundings were heavy with mystery, he seemed completely at ease, as if the night belonged to him.

"What I seek is not as simple as a confrontation," Derek said, his tone deep and thoughtful. "I’m here because I believe there’s a truth you need to discover. Something that goes beyond the conflicts between hunters and vampires."

"And what is that truth?" Cassie asked, feeling that the mystery was deepening even more.

Derek looked at her with an intensity that seemed to cut through the darkness itself. His eyes not only gleamed with the light of the moon but with an ancient and dark knowledge.

"The struggle between hunters and vampires has existed for centuries, but it hasn’t always been the solution. The balance you seek is more fragile than you realize. And you, Cassie, are at the center of all of this."

"Balance?" Cassie repeated, not understanding. "What balance?"

Derek sighed, as though deciding how much to reveal. The moon’s shadow created patterns on his face, accentuating the depth of his mystery.

"There are forces that have been operating in the shadows, forces that wish to maintain the status quo. But what you don’t understand is that the balance can be changed. You have the power to change it, but not without consequences."

Cassie furrowed her brow, her confusion growing. The darkness seemed to have a life of its own around her, and every word from Derek echoed in the night.

“Why should I trust you?” she asked, her voice trembling as she struggled to keep her composure.

Derek watched her with a mix of curiosity and sadness. His gaze was penetrating, as if he were trying to read Cassie's soul.

“I’m not asking you to trust me without reason. I’m only asking you to open your mind to the possibility that what you know is not the whole truth. Investigate for yourself. What’s at stake is much bigger than you can imagine.”

Before she could respond, a subtle sound interrupted the silence of the night. Damiano had appeared from the shadows, his sharp eyes scanning the surroundings. Derek glanced at Cassie one last time before stepping back, disappearing into the darkness with an ethereal grace.

Cassie was left alone with her thoughts, Damiano’s presence beside her causing her to turn.

“You shouldn’t be here” Cassie said, feeling the weight of her conversation with Derek.

Damiano looked at her with a mixture of concern and determination. The glint in his eyes reflected the seriousness of the situation.

“I know. But I had to make sure you were alright. Derek is playing a dangerous game, and you’re at the center of it. You need to be careful.”

Cassie nodded, feeling a wave of desperation and confusion. Her encounter with Derek hadn’t cleared her doubts; on the contrary, it had deepened them. The questions remained unanswered, and the night seemed heavy with untold secrets.

“I’ll need more than warnings” Cassie said, her voice firm despite the unease she felt. “I need answers.”

Damiano nodded slowly, his expression serious.

“Answers don’t always come immediately. But I’ll help you however I can. What’s important now is that you stay alert and don’t let yourself be deceived.”

Cassie headed back home, the darkness of the night wrapping around her as she walked. Every shadow seemed to move around her, and the fear of the unknown accompanied her. The promise of Derek and the enigma he represented still weighed heavily on her, with no clear solution in sight.
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