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“Stop,” I whispered, easing myself away from Nev. 

He let his arms slide from around my shoulders and took one slow step backward. Nev looked at me and I hated the confusion and sadness I could see in his light blue eyes. I hated it because I knew I had put that look of sorrow in them. 

“I can’t,” I said, looking away back down at the painting of the Ragged Cove that looked more how I remembered it to be than how it was now in this where and when.  

“It’s because of him, isn’t it,” Nev said more a statement of fact than a question. He didn’t sound angry – just hurt and confused. And could I blame him for feeling so? He had taken me out to dinner for my birthday – a birthday that I had walked out on the moment Potter had put in an appearance. Nev had made me a card which I had left standing on the table before him. He had made me a necklace decorated with seashells that I had returned to him broken. I’d showed back up at his makeshift studio – let him kiss me and now pulled away. I’d feel pretty hurt too if I’d been treated so badly by someone. I knew how much being let down by the person you loved hurt. I forced images of Potter kissing – turning – Sophie from my mind. To see those images was unbearable. They tore my very core to shreds. But was that the true reason I’d come in search of Nev? The true reason I’d let him kiss me? Was I hoping that by being in the arms of another I might be able to rid my mind of those pictures of Potter and Sophie kissing – of him sinking his fangs into her soft neck and feeding...

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Nev said, turning away and covering the picture of the naked statue that looked so much like me.

I looked at him and said nothing. What could I say? 

“You told me that you had just recently broken up with some guy,” Nev said, rolling up the sleeves of his paint-flecked denim shirt. “You told me that it was you who pushed him away but I’m beginning to wonder if that’s the truth...”

“I didn’t lie about that...”

“But you have lied or at least kept something back about your past,” Nev said.

What did he know? I couldn’t help but wonder. “Like what?” 

“That guy who showed up the other night at the restaurant – your boss – he’s the ex-boyfriend.”

I shook my head. “No...”

“Kiera, I saw the way he looked at you,” Nev cut in. “I saw the way you looked at him.”

“How did I look at him?” I asked, not wanting to lie to Nev any longer but knowing that I could never really tell him the truth either. How could I ever tell him about what Potter, and I had once shared? How would Nev understand? 

“Like how I wished you looked at me,” Nev said, sounding like he’d had the wind knocked from him. “I would’ve had to be blind not to see how you two were looking at each other.”

Knowing that there was no point in lying, I lowered my head, unable to look into Nev’s eyes. I hated what I saw in them. I hated myself for what I could see in them. “What I once shared with Potter is over now.”

“I’m not sure,” Nev said. 

“It is over,” I said, turning my back on him. I didn’t have the nerve to stand and cry about the heartache I felt for another man in front of him. I had more respect for Nev than to do that. How had my life ever become such a mess? How was it that with every step I took I never really found true happiness – it always seemed just out of reach. However much I tried to do the right thing I always managed to hurt someone – someone that I cared about and who cared about me.

With my shoulders hitching up and down as I tried to stifle the tears that now cruised down the length of my face, I felt a hand on my arm. 

“Don’t cry,” I heard Nev whisper. “I can’t bear to see you unhappy, Kiera.”

“Why don’t you hate me?” I croaked. “Why aren’t you kicking me out of the door?”

He gently turned me to face him. “Because I adore you, Kiera Hudson,” he smiled faintly.

“Adore me,” I said, as he gently thumbed the tears from my face. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know that you’re a beautiful person and I’m not just talking about your captivating smile and mesmerizing eyes,” he said, gently taking my hands in his. “Your beauty goes way beyond that. It’s deeper than that. But your beauty is masked by your sadness and if I could, I’d love to take some of that sadness away, but I just don’t know how. I hoped that by taking you out for your birthday, drawing you that card, making you the necklace, I might be able to take away some of that unhappiness I see haunting you. For a brief time, I thought I had. But then the other guy – your boss showed up and you left with him.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, still unable to look into his eyes. “I know you care.” 

“And I’m sorry too,” Nev said. “Not because you stood me up at the restaurant, but because you came back with that brief look of happiness missing from your smile and your eyes.”

“How can you be so understanding, so kind?” I said. “I’m sure that I don’t deserve it.”

Slowly, Nev let go of my hands and walked away, back toward the easel where the picture of the naked statue was covered by a piece of cloth. “You thought you recognised yourself in the painting,” Nev said. “But I’m not so sure I recognise myself any longer. It’s like you have woken something deep inside of me. If a woman had treated me like this before, I would have just walked away – shrugged my shoulders and said so what. Put it down to just another bad experience – and believe me, I’ve had my fair share of them. But with you, Kiera, it’s different. You make me feel different. From the moment I saw you in the Ragged Cove – from the moment I saw you peeking over my easel at the picture I was painting I knew it was you.”

“Who?” I asked, now daring to glance up and meet his stare. 

“The woman – the statue,” he said. 

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said. Was he trying to say that there was a statue of me in the town of Snake Weed? And as I looked across the barn – studio – at Nev I couldn’t help but remember what my brother Jack had told me in the dream I’d shared with him. Jack had said that in the where and when that he was living, there was a statue of me. But Jack had also said that Potter and I were going to have a daughter. How wrong had Jack been about that? It was Potter and Sophie who were going to be having a daughter they were going to name Abbie. 

“How can I explain,” Nev said rubbing his stubble-covered chin. “The reason I wanted to be an artist was because as a kid, when I looked at some paintings, I often wished that I could step into them – meet those people captured for all time on canvas. I got to thinking that when I turned my back they would move – blink even. As I stood in galleries staring at all the paintings, I would long to step into them and go and explore all the wonderful places that the artist had painted. And it was the same when I first saw that statue of the young woman in Snake Weed. I was a lot older than just a kid, but I still couldn’t help but wonder what that woman would be like if she stepped down from the concrete plinth – if she came alive – if she could tell me all about herself. There is a spot just on the outskirts of Snake Weed were I like to go and camp sometimes – it’s near to a stream. In the evenings, I wander down into the town and stare up at the statue of the young woman. I turn my back on her and glance over my shoulder in the hope that she has moved – even just blinked. But she never has. So, you can imagine then how stunned I was the day I saw you in the Ragged Cove – the moment I saw you peering over the edge of my easel at me. It was like the statue had finally come alive – like she had stepped down from that concrete plinth and followed me all the way to the Ragged Cove.” 

“But I’m not her,” I said. 

“I know, because that would be impossible, right?” Nev said, looking at me. “But you do look like her.”

“Does this statue have a name?” I asked, more than intrigued by what he was telling me. “Isn’t there some kind of plaque stating who this young woman once was?”  

“There is, but the writing has long since faded,” Nev said. 

“Isn’t there some kind of tourist information centre in town where you can ask about the history of the statue?”

“Ever been to Snake Weed?” Nev asked me. 

Not in this where and when, I wanted to say. I shook my head instead. 

“It’s not a town – barely big enough to be called a village and the community there seem very tightknit. They don’t appear to be very welcoming to strangers,” Nev explained. “I just wander down from the hills where I like to set up camp, spend some quiet time looking up at the statue, then leave again. Besides, I’m not sure if I really want to know the real story behind the statue of the young woman.”

“Why not?” I asked him, cuffing away the last of the tears that stained my face. 

“Because she might not be anything like the woman, I imagined her to be,” he said, looking right back at me. “I might be disappointed.” 

“Do I disappoint you?” I asked. Then shaking my head, I quickly added, “I’m not sure I want to know the answer to that. What does it matter anyway? I should go. I shouldn’t have come. I’m sorry I’ve been a disappointment.”

I crossed the barn and pulled opened the door. Nev took hold of my arm stopping me from going any further. “I didn’t mean what I said.”

“Yes, you did,” I said softly. “And you’re right. I have been a disappointment. I’ve let you down and treated you very badly.”

“Can we still be friends?” Nev asked. 

“You don’t want to be just friends with me,” I said, looking at him, our faces just an inch apart. “And I really am sorry I can’t offer you any more than that. In another where... in another time or place maybe things could’ve been different between us. I think I would’ve liked that.”

“So would have I,” Nev said, letting his hand fall from my arm. 

Without looking back, I made my way around the side of the barn, past Mavis Bateman’s small cottage, and toward my beat up old Mini that was parked on the road. 
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I parked outside the Crescent Moon Inn and climbed from my car. My body and head ached with tiredness. I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept – not all the night through at least without it being disturbed by dreams of Jack. My stomach rumbled, but I wanted to sleep first. I wanted to forget all about Potter, Sophie, and Nev for a few hours, hoping that when I woke things might not seem so bad. Who was I trying to kid? I couldn’t even begin to image how things could get much worse. The man I loved more than anything was in love with another. The woman he loved had just become a vampire and I had broken the heart of the sweetest guy I had ever met. I’d only been pushed a few days, and my life already felt like it was falling apart. There might not be any cracks in the sky in this where and when, but it still didn’t stop the feeling as if it was caving in all around me.

Pushing open the door, I stepped inside the Crescent Moon Inn. Apart from Phebe and Uri, who were both behind the bar, the inn was empty. I couldn’t help but notice how Uri glanced across the room at the clock fixed to the wall where there had once been a five-pointed star scratched into the plaster. He looked back at me and smiled. 

“Been somewhere nice?” he said. “I thought you would have been back from Hallowed Manor by now.”

The last time I’d seen them both had been in the woods surrounding the manor. They had been attacking Doctor Ravenwood, and in the politest way possible I had told them both to get lost. Ravenwood might have been responsible for poisoning Sophie, but I wasn’t sure that he was our true enemy. Not my enemy at least. Sliding my hand into my coat pocket, I closed my fist around the key he had secretly slipped into my hand as he lay bleeding from the wound that Sophie had made in his throat.

“So?” Uri asked, that smile stretched across his paper-white face. 

Stopping midstride, and with fists on hips, I looked at him and said, “How about I fix a chalkboard to the wall by the door, and I can sign in and out of this place with an explanation of where I’m going or where I’ve been? Would that suit you?”

“There’s no need to be like that,” Phebe said, sounding more shocked than angry by my outburst. 

“I just wish you’d stop spying on me...”

“Spying on you?” Uri asked, dark eyebrows raised. “No one is spying on you.”

“Well, that’s what it feels like,” I said, mellowing a little. Was it really them I was mad at or something – someone – else?  

“We were just worried about you,” Phebe said. “After everything that happened at Hallowed Manor in the last couple of days...”

“I just needed some time to clear my head that was all,” I said, heading toward the foot of the stairs. Then stopping, I looked back at them and said, “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you both. I’m just tired that’s all.” 

“We understand,” Uri smiled again. “Perhaps I could rustle you up some food – you must be hungry.”

“Perhaps later,” I smiled back. “I just want to sleep for now.” 

“Okay,” Phebe said coming from around the edge of the bar and toward me, as Uri headed back out into the kitchen, the door swinging closed behind him. Phebe looked back over her shoulder as if making sure that we were alone. When she was satisfied that we were, she looked back at me. “I’m sorry about what happened back at the manor, Kiera.”

“Sorry about what?” I frowned. There seemed so much that she could want to apologise for. Taking part in a Turning Ceremony should have been right at the top of her list, but I doubted that it was. But was it her fault that Potter had turned Sophie? Hadn’t Phebe been nothing more than a bystander like me? Hadn’t the decision to turn Sophie been made at some higher level in the ranks of The Creeping Men? Hadn’t it been Lois Li’s decision? 

“It was never my intention – or Uri’s – to want to hurt Doctor Ravenwood,” she started to explain, peeking out at me from behind her dark fringe. “We just wanted to capture him – stop him from hurting anyone else like how he tried to hurt Sophie. He was our friend too – he was like us – one of The Creeping Men. I never wanted to see Doctor Ravenwood dead.”

I looked at her doll-like face – it had an impish quality. There was something very likeable about Phebe, but there was something else too – like I couldn’t really trust her. I wanted to. I felt more at ease in her company than I did her boyfriend. It appeared that he pulled all the strings in their relationship. Was she even a little scared of him? Maybe scared was too strong a word, but I couldn’t help but notice how she seemed meeker when he was about, like a turtle disappearing back into its shell at the first sign of danger. If I’d trusted her more, perhaps I would have dared let her into my confidence and tell her that I wasn’t so sure that Doctor Ravenwood was dead. I might have told her that when I’d returned to the spot beneath the willow tree where he had fallen, his body had vanished. It had either been stolen away or he’d gotten up and flown away. I couldn’t be sure of either, but more importantly, I couldn’t be sure who I could trust in this where and when. And until I knew who my true friends were, I’d keep it a secret about what I had discovered when I’d gone to bury Doctor Ravenwood. 

“I’m sorry Doctor Ravenwood is dead too,” I said, turning away and heading up the stairs to my room. 

Pulling my clothes from me, I let them drop to the floor. I was too tired to pick them up. Wearing just my underwear, I closed the curtains, glancing down at the desk where someone had left a bottle of Lot 13 for me. Who had done such a thing, I had no idea, but I would find out. I would make it my business to find out. I would see who had left it in the end. But for now, I just needed to listen to some music to help get me off to sleep. Who was I trying to kid? The music was to drown out the sound of Potter telling me that it was me he truly loved and not Sophie. But shouldn’t such words coming from the man I was in love with make me happy? Not when you can’t be sure if they are genuine. Not when you discover that he is with another and that they are having a child together. Words of love mean little then, however much I would like to believe them. They are nothing but shallow echoes rebounding off of what I knew me and Potter had once shared before I’d pushed him away.  

When we found ourselves alone in the summerhouse last night, I could have given myself to him – I’d wanted to more than anything and Potter had said he had wanted me too. But I couldn’t. It would have been wrong to do so. And if I had I would only be sitting in my room now, staring out of the window and regretting that we had. 

But you’re regretting that you didn’t? A voice spoke up from deep within me.

Potter isn’t mine in this world, I reminded myself and the voices of doubt. As Potter had stood before me in the summerhouse, dripping wet with rain, he had confessed that he’d wished he’d waited to find true love – that he’d waited for me to come into his life. I’d never heard such words come from Potter before – he always struggled to find the right ones. But it was because he had confessed his love to me so eloquently that I grew ever more convinced that the Potter in this where and when wasn’t my Potter – not the one I had fallen in love with. This Potter was a faint reflection of the man I was in love with. He had said that he believed there was another Potter deep inside of him fighting to come forward and be heard. Was that my Potter – somewhere deep inside of the man – screaming to be heard – screaming to remember me?

Knowing that I was doing little more than torturing myself with such unanswerable questions, I plucked up my iPhone and rolled onto my side on the bed. Wearing the earphones I thumbed through the track listing. I had no idea who had filled the iPhone with so many songs. I selected Good Gracious by Ellie Goulding and closed my eyes. I let the music wash over me, as I fought back the flood of questions that still filled my mind. And with sleep slowly encroaching at the corners of my brain, I heard the song change to Bad Moon Rising by John Fogerty. Had the song I’d selected changed so soon? My sleepy mind wondered as I let sleep take me to some other place. 
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Chapter Three
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“Cara!” I gasped, opening my eyes and sitting upright. The room was in darkness apart from a blue strip of moonlight that fed in through a gap in the curtains. Clutching my throat, I gasped in deep lungfuls of breath. My throat felt dry, my skin hot to the touch as if I were coming down with a fever.  

The name I’d woken with on the tip of my tongue forced its way to the front of my aching mind. “Cara,” I whispered, my hands still at my throat. Who was she and why had I called out her name? I didn’t know or as far as I could remember I’d never met anyone with that name before. But as sleep scuttled back into the furthest reaches of my mind, so did the name Cara. Who was she and why had I dreamt of her and not my brother Jack? And as I reached out in my mind to hold onto those last fragmented shards of my dream, I knew that there had been someone else in my dream. I’d dreamt about Potter too. We had been together like we had once been together before – before we all got pushed again. And then just like now, Potter was gone again – out of my reach and so too was the young woman named Cara. 

Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I stood up, then fell back down again. My legs felt heavy, yet weak somehow, as if they were unable to support me. I felt suddenly scared – as if a wave of panic had crashed over me. Every joint in my body seemed to ache – crying out in pain. My throat was so sore, like I’d been gargling on broken glass. I needed cold water not only to soothe my burning throat but cool my feverish skin. Dropping to the floor, I crawled forward, but not toward the bathroom door, toward the strip of blue moonlight that bled through the gap in the curtains. It was like the beam of light had cut my room into two halves. On one side lay my bed, the bathroom and my feverish self, and on the other...I wasn’t quite sure what? But the light beckoned me toward it. It almost seemed to call out to me, tell me that I should lie in it – that cool blue rays would soothe my aching joints and simmering skin. It was like the moonlight was a cure to the thirst that raged in the back of my throat and filled my mouth like dust. Slowly, I crawled toward it, the other side of the room beyond the strip of moonlight that was in utter darkness. The light beckoned me forward and I felt powerless to stop myself from placing one hand in front of the other.  
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