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      Nothing can ruin an otherwise lovely early-spring/late-winter day like a funeral. Don’t get me wrong, funerals stink any time of the year. I should know. I’ve been to a lot of them recently. But this one was even worse because it was so lovely outside. The flowers were budding, birds were singing, and the grass was green and freshly cut, giving off that pleasant scent that makes you think of baseball and bike rides. Not standing by, helplessly watching one of your best friends in the world cry her eyes out because they’re lowering her daddy six feet into the ground.

      I sort of tuned out all of the wonderful things friends and family members had to say about Dave Burk. I knew him pretty much my whole life, and I totally agree. He was an amazing man. He was funny and let us get away with way more than my parents did. Not to mention he had a law practice that made great money and provided a mansion-esque home for his family. (Not that Lucy’s mom didn’t contribute; she’s an accountant.) I remember one time when we were about twelve, Lucy, Emma Sullivan—our other best friend—and I were upset because some stupid girl at school was giving Em a hard time. Mr. Burk demanded we drop everything, including a very important science project, and follow him to the car. A few minutes later, we were all laughing over ice cream cones. He was just a fun guy, a great dad, and someone who didn’t deserve to lose his life.

      Lucy’s spirit was broken; I could tell by the dullness in her eyes, and I couldn’t blame her. A slight breeze stirred her hair as she stared through her tears off into the distance, past the head of the current speaker, and I was thankful that Brandon Keen, my boyfriend, had my hand. Since Mr. Burk had passed away three days ago, I’d thought about losing my own dad enough times that I’d gotten sick to my stomach over it. As much as Eli and Liz Findley, my parents, drive me nuts, particularly now that we are sharing a cramped apartment together, I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose them. I’m so glad they decided to move to Kansas City to live on the LIGHTS (Lincoln Institute for Guardian and Hunter Training Station) complex grounds where they’d be safe. I mean—relatively safe. I knew there was always a possibility that something weird would happen again—like when toddler Vampire, Bonnie, ripped the throats out of dozens of Guardians a few weeks ago. But things like that didn’t happen much, and it had sort of been my fault. I’d decided after that not to be an idiot anymore. So far, it was working.

      The preacher said a few final words, and then we all bowed our heads in prayer. His voice cracked a little as he asked God for peace for Mr. Burk’s family. He, like the other citizens of Shenandoah who didn’t know about the Ternion—that Hunters, Guardians, and Vampires exist—thought that a gang of marauders had come through town and killed several people. We knew that this was actually a last ditch effort by Holland to distract our team, and it definitely worked to a degree. I mean, my sister Cadence, the Hunter Leader, and her fiancé Aaron McReynolds, the Guardian Leader, did have to do some shoring up after this. There were Guardians positioned in Shenandoah who were supposed to see this sort of thing coming, but for whatever reason, they didn’t know Holland was about to strike until it was too late, and then they were outnumbered. This was personal. This was Holland getting my sister where she knew it would hurt. And me, too, apparently. The house we grew up in had been busted into, but the Vampires had left without doing much damage. Still, it was a sign. We’d taken out Carter, Holland’s boyfriend, and she had intended to hit us where we were most susceptible. She hadn’t gotten our parents, but she’d done a lot of damage to our hometown.

      When the final words of prayer were over, Lucy, her mom, Annie, and brother Daniel stepped forward and each dropped a flower onto her dad’s casket. I hadn’t cried much yet, but tears streaked my cheeks as I watched her. I wished there was something I could do to make her feel better, but all I could do was stand back helplessly and watch—and vow that this wasn’t over.

      “Are you okay?” Brandon whispered into my ear once Lucy and her family were finished and turned to accept hugs and condolences from the dozens of people who’d come. The funeral home had been even more packed, but since this was the fifth funeral in the last few days in Shenandoah, a lot of people hadn’t made the trek out to the cemetery.

      “I’m okay,” I said, swiping at my tears. I saw Emma standing with her parents over by a tree, and I thought it was awful that we couldn’t even have Mr. Burk’s luncheon in his own house because of what he’d gone through, so it was being held at the Sullivan residence instead. My sister had said that the Sullivans would have been the next victims, but Holland’s minions had been foiled right before they broke into the house we’d all be congregating in shortly. The family didn’t know that, of course.

      Brandon led me back toward the SUV we’d come in. Because technically all Hunters were still only supposed to leave headquarters on hunts, thanks to the restrictions put on us after the situation with Bonnie and the escape of the Vampires from the tracking center, my sister and I were the only Hunters who had come, though Aurora Howe and Ashley Stone had wanted to because they knew how upset the entire situation had made me. And Tara McCall, my new best friend at LIGHTS, had pleaded with my sister to let her attend, but Cadence said no and reminded Tara what had happened the last time she did something that wasn’t a good idea. She’d gotten attacked by Bonnie and almost died. Tara backed off after that.

      Elliott Sanderson, Brandon’s dad and one of my best friends, opened the back passenger-side door for me, and I thanked him quietly. Brandon went around, and Elliott hopped into the driver’s seat. My sister and Aaron had driven separately with my parents as passengers. We waited just a second for Jamie Joplin, our resident Healer, to finish talking to my sister and head over. It seemed a little odd that the rest of my family was in the other SUV together, but then, the guys in this vehicle were basically my family now.

      “Well, that was depressing,” Elliott muttered as he followed a long stream of cars out of the cemetery toward the Sullivan house. “Tell ya what, if I ever die again, just skip that, okay?”

      “You can’t die again,” I said, knowing he was trying to lighten the mood but also remembering how devastated I was sitting at his funeral not even a year ago. “Even if it were possible for you to die again, you’re not allowed to. None of you are.” Elliott had used the Blue Moon Portal to come back from the other side, and as far as everyone knew, there was no going back once you’d come through. So technically, he shouldn’t be able to die. Ever.

      “I’m just sayin’... I’ve been to a lot of funerals, too, lil girl, and I can’t imagine anyone sittin’ on the other side thinkin’, ‘Well, look at that! I just made hundreds of people cry!’”

      I kept my snarky comments concerning my own tears that had fallen for the man presently speaking to me to myself. Brandon hadn’t been at his dad’s first funeral because he didn’t even know him before he died the first time. Hopefully, he’d be spared ever having to go to a second one.

      Jamie was super quiet, and I imagined that was because he was thinking about his own set of funerals. When you’re as old as these guys, you had to see death a little differently than the average human being. I knew Jamie’s parents had been dead for about a hundred years. I’m sure he was thinking about his fiancée, Ellie, though. She’d died at Pearl Harbor. His current girlfriend, Ashley, looked a lot like Ellie, but their personalities were totally different. I wondered if Jamie was wishing he hadn’t come along, but then, he’d needed to check Lucy to make sure she wasn’t actually Transforming. Since she’d killed the Vampire that took her dad, there was a chance she might, even though she wasn’t seventeen yet. Jamie had checked her over the day before and found out she was still human. No one else in the town seemed to be changing either. Of the families that had been attacked, the only other person who had the capability of Transforming happened to be Lucy’s brother Daniel who wasn’t home at the time. He’d walked in a few minutes after Lucy had found her father in the pantry—already deceased. Her mother had been hiding in the broom closet and was so stunned, she hadn’t said a word for almost three hours after the police and our team members arrived.

      When she finally spoke, Annie said her husband had done his best to lure the Vampire away from her, and she hoped that her children wouldn’t come home from the basketball game they’d been attending until it was gone, but Lucy had walked in and almost ran right into the thing. Lucy said she didn’t know what came over her, but somehow, she’d managed to decapitate it without actually Transforming. Jamie thought the whole thing was odd and wondered if she hadn’t temporarily activated, but my sister said she understood because she’d had a similar experience when she’d first seen Carter and killed him before she Transformed. Yeah, my sister killed the sucker twice. Hopefully, he’d stay dead this time.

      We pulled up near Emma’s house. There were a ton of people streaming in, some from the cemetery, others who were just dropping by to give their condolences. People like to drop off food when someone dies, I’ve noticed. Even if they don’t know you or the person who died, death deserves a casserole.

      I saw Jack Cook’s parents making their way up the steps and remembered his funeral, and I saw Drew Peterson’s mom heading off the porch. She’d clearly just dropped something off with Mrs. Sullivan and was leaving. It was her daughter’s death that had begun this whole crazy experience for me, though she didn’t know it. Neither of those families had any idea what had really happened to their children.

      “Shall we?” Elliott asked, though he hadn’t moved to unbuckle. I didn’t wanna. I knew Luce needed me to be there. I was certain Emma wouldn’t be able to handle her emotions the way I could since Emma just doesn’t react the same way as most people to this type of situation. But... facing another food-filled extravaganza of the celebration of a life lost too soon just didn’t seem like the type of thing I wanted to spend my afternoon doing.

      “Come on,” Brandon probed. I saw my family pull in across the street. My mom was dabbing her eyes. Cadence wrapped an arm around her, and my dad had that ‘lump in his throat’ look about him. Aaron looked disinterested, and I noted he’d been acting odd lately—but I let that idea slip away from me as my door opened. I didn’t even realize Brandon had gotten out.

      Inside, there was that bustle of conversation where you can sort of pick up on a whispered word here or there but really have no idea what anyone is talking about. I’m sure much of it was speculation about the marauders. If only they knew the truth.

      The Sullivan’s had a nice house, though it was nothing like Lucy’s home, and Emma’s mom, Sandra, had set up a lovely tribute to Dave on a little table inside of the front door. There was a picture of him with his arm around both kids, his wife smiling over their shoulder, and I remembered the day that picture was taken. Lucy had gotten first place in an oratory contest. She’d rolled her eyes just before the picture was snapped, but I could tell she was proud of herself and glad her dad was making such a big deal out of her winning, even if he was telling a lot of dad jokes and chiding her for not knowing how to stop talking.

      She wasn’t talking now, though. When she walked in a few minutes after me, her expression was solemn. There was a lot more hugging. And when our friends from school, Milo and Wes, whom I hadn’t had a chance to see since I’d come back but was hoping to speak to, came in after Lucy and wrapped their arms around her, she started bawling again. Her boyfriend Jason is sort of aloof, and he just stood off to the side. Brandon went over to speak to him since they’d met a few months ago, and I took deep breaths, wishing my way back to our house.

      “She looks really said,” Emma said over my shoulder. “I wish I could make her feel better.”

      “Me, too,” I replied. I’d gotten to spend a little bit of time with Emma and Lucy the day before after we’d gotten in, but not enough. I’d missed them both so much since I’d moved to Kansas City. We’d done plenty of FaceTime and texting, but I’d always imagined the next time I saw them would be a joyful occasion, not something like this.

      Annie Burk is one of those go-getters who always smiles, and she was doing her best now, but she started crying again a few minutes after she arrived, and Emma’s mom, who is nothing like Emma and will cry right along with you, helped her into the guest room. Daniel wandered off, and I saw him a few minutes later sitting in the corner, staring at his phone. I was certain he wasn’t handling this well either, but he had always just been Lucy’s big brother to me, and I didn’t know what to say to him. When Jack’s mom, Alice, went over to say something to him, I was glad I wasn’t the only one who had noticed he needed comforting.

      Time crawled by, but after an hour or so, there was a little bit of laughter in the background, and Lucy was starting to regain some of her normal disposition. I sat down beside her and Emma at the dining room table even though I was done eating, having had about a dozen barbecue meatballs, a ton of carrot sticks, and a couple of tiny sandwiches while I watched Elliott down an entire crockpot full of chili and said a prayer of thanksgiving that he didn’t sleep so he’d stay downstairs and let all of that come back out later, hopefully after I went to bed.

      “So...” Lucy said, dropping her voice and glancing around. Jason and Brandon were talking to Milo and Wes a few feet away, but they didn’t seem to be paying too close attention to us, and the fact that her eyes kept flickering to the back of her boyfriend’s head made me think she was about to say something she didn’t want him to know about. He was not privy to our secret society and likely never would be since his family were all human.

      “So what?” Emma asked, her voice projecting loudly enough to momentarily get Jason’s attention. He turned back to Milo as Lucy discreetly shushed her.

      “So... here’s the deal. I’ve been talking to my mom, and she’s planning on staying in our house. Like, once the police are done with it, and she has it... cleaned up.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her, surprised to hear that. I know one of the first things my sister said to Lucy’s mom, who had been aware of the Ternion since she was a little girl but had chosen not to Transform, was that she could bring her family to Kansas City, at least until we had this thing with Holland better under control. Annie had declined that offer, but I was shocked they were going to stay in that house. I don’t think I could do that. It bothered me that my grandfather had been murdered in my sister’s apartment, even though I never met him, and it had happened a long time before either one of us were born. How Aaron had moved in there was beyond me....

      “What do you think about that?” Emma asked Lucy as I tried to stay focused on the people in front of me.

      Lucy sighed and ran a hand through her lengthy blonde hair. “I don’t think I can do it. I mean, not only will I think of that... thing I killed every time I walk in there, but there are memories of my dad. Going to the pantry to grab a snack will be completely traumatic.”

      I fought a snicker because it wasn’t appropriate, even though part of me wanted to remind her basically everything she did was traumatic—or dramatic anyway. “What are you going to do?”

      Lucy’s eyes shifted to where my sister and the Guardians were standing in the other room. We could see them through the open doorway, and I thought I knew the answer to my own question. “I know I can’t Transform for a few more months. And I’ve always planned on finishing high school here. Daniel wants to stay and finish. And he is just processing all of this Vampire stuff.” Lucy had known about the secret world for a while now, though the first time she found out, Elliott wiped her memory. She had it all back now. Daniel had no idea Vampires existed until we showed up and filled him in. He had a hard time accepting my sister and Aaron were telling him the truth—and I could empathize. “So, do you think your sister might...?”

      “Let you go with us to Kansas City?” I asked in a whisper, not sure I was guessing correctly until Lucy’s head bobbed up and down. “Have you talked to your mom about that?”

      “Yeah,” Lucy said, and it was the most enthusiastic utterance she’d made all day. “She said she’d have to talk to your mom about it because she’d expect Liz and Eli to keep an eye on me. But she wasn’t opposed to it.”

      “That sounds promising,” Emma offered, adjusting her glasses.

      “Yeah, but you’d have to get Aaron and Cadence to agree, and....” I glanced over my shoulder at Aaron and remembered that he’d been acting strange the last couple of weeks. “I’m not sure what they’ll say.”

      “They offered to take my whole family back, remember?” Lucy said, folding her arms.

      I realized she’d taken my comment as an offense and took a deep breath. I hadn’t meant it that way. “I know.” I smiled at her. “It would be great if you could, if that’s what you want. I miss you, you know that. I just... there’s a lot going on right now.” She knew most of what had gone on with Holland and my recent adventures in Australia, but she didn’t know all of it, and I couldn’t go into it right then.

      “You sure you’re ready for that world?” Emma asked. She was running the ends of her brown hair through her fingers, twirling it around, something she only did when she was uncomfortable. “I don’t think I could leave Shenandoah now, not with only a little over a year of high school left. And I figured I’d finish college before I joined up.”

      Emma is a genius, and college has always been very important to her. I doubted she’d be willing to trade an Ivy League education for Vampire hunting, not unless something happened that made her have to choose that path, but Lucy’s options had just been altered. Sure, she could stay here, maybe even move in with Emma if she couldn’t imagine going back to her house again, but once you’ve had an encounter with a Vampire, it changes your life. I knew that firsthand having killed a few myself now, and I got why Lucy wanted to come back to LIGHTS with us. I was all for it, even though the idea of sharing our already tiny apartment with another person seemed inconvenient. It wouldn’t be too long until we both graduated from high school, and then I was hoping my parents would let me have my own apartment. Having Lucy for a roommate would be awesome.

      “I’m ready,” Lucy said quietly. “It’s hard to describe, Emma. Even though technically I didn’t start the Transformation process the other night, something changed in me. Something I can’t quite describe.”

      “What about Jason?” I whispered.

      Lucy shrugged. “We’ve been dating for a while now, you know. But it’s not like I’m in love with him. He graduates in two months, and then he’s planning on going to Nebraska to play football. I doubt I’d see much of him anyway.”

      It sounded similar to when Jack and Cadence had broken up because he was going to Nebraska to play baseball, and she had chosen to go to University of Iowa instead. My mind naturally flickered over the guys in my training group, and there were a couple I thought Lucy might like, though the idea of her looking to date right now was absurd. I took another deep breath. “Well, is your mom gonna talk to my mom?”

      “She said she would.” Annie had come out of the guest room a little while ago and was sitting in the living room. “She said she doesn’t know if she can stand to lose me, too, right now, and that was upsetting. I wish she didn’t feel that way.”

      “Maybe you should think about it. We can always come back and get you. You don’t have to go with us when we leave tomorrow,” I offered.

      “No, I’ve thought about it. I can’t go back into that house, and I can’t stay here either.”

      Emma’s eyebrows arched. “You can stay here as long as you need to.”

      “No, I know. That’s not what I meant.” When Lucy sighs, it’s loud. All four boys turned and looked at us. She didn’t seem to notice. “I mean, I can’t stay in this town.” Tears sprang into her eyes. “I need to do something. Even if I can’t train yet, just being there, getting the sense of things, will make me feel like I’m doing something productive.”

      I completely understood that. It was the hardest thing in the world for me to sit around after Elliott died. I wanted to be doing something to catch his killers, and while I had been able to help a little bit, it wasn’t the same as what I could do now that I was actually in Kansas City. “Do you want me to talk to Cadence?”

      “Yes, please,” Lucy replied quickly. I nodded, and then she looked at my sister and made a little rocking motion with her head.

      “Now?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yes. Why not?” Lucy shrugged.

      I looked from her to my sister and then back again before taking a deep breath and pushing up from the table. My sister didn’t seem to be discussing anything particularly trying with the guys, but it seemed like a weird conversation to have when just anyone could wander over.

      “Everything okay?” Brandon asked me through my IAC, or Intelligence Assistance Communicator, which is a small computer chip we all have embedded in our eyes. It allows us to speak to each other without opening our mouths, and it also lets us see what another team member is seeing.

      “Fine. Just going to talk to Cadence about something.”

      “Uh, you don’t sound fine.”

      I didn’t have an answer for that, so I didn’t respond, but he stayed where he was, which I appreciated because I had no idea what I was going to say to Cadence and didn’t need another witness.

      Elliott was telling a story when I stepped up between him and my sister, which was no surprise. Elliott is always telling a story or eating. He didn’t pause for almost a full minute, and I considered using my IAC to either shut him up or tell my sister I needed to speak with her, but he finally got to the punchline, and once everyone was done laughing, I cleared my voice. “Cadence, can I talk to you outside for a minute?”

      “What, Cass? You didn’t think that was funny? My mom drank an entire bottle of canola oil because she thought it was cooking wine.”

      “Yes, that’s hilarious,” I replied, forcing a giggle. I hadn’t heard anything he’d said and thought his mother must’ve been a nutcase to do something like that, but I didn’t have any extra brain cells to spare working that out. “Cadence?”

      “Okay,” my sister said, squeezing Aaron’s arm as she walked behind him. I followed, noting he seemed to flinch when she touched him. Something else I couldn’t think about at the moment.

      The warmth of the sun’s rays was invigorating, despite the fact that we were at a dismal ceremony. A few people were standing in the yard talking or getting in their cars, so I walked around the corner a bit, hoping to give us some privacy. I could’ve used my IAC, but we tend to make facial expressions like we’re talking to each other when we communicate that way, and I didn’t see the point in weirding anyone out.

      “Did you see that?” Cadence asked, folding her arms as she stopped near an elm tree that was just starting to open its leaves.

      “See what?” I asked. There were a number of occurrences she could’ve been referring to.

      “Never mind,” she replied with a scowl. I realized then she was talking about Aaron’s reaction to her small gesture to let him know she’d be back, but I decided to let it go because that wasn’t my reason for dragging her away in the first place. “What is it?”

      “Well, Lucy wanted me to talk to you. She wants to know if she can come back to KC with us. Or come soon, or whatever. She doesn’t want to stay here.”

      My sister’s brown eyes doubled in size. So I wasn’t the only one who was surprised. “What does her mom think about that?” she finally asked.

      “Luce said her mom wasn’t thrilled about it, but she said it was okay with her if it was all right with you and Mom and Dad.”

      My sister pursed her lips and looked over her shoulder at the house. If she had X-ray vision like Aaron, I’d think there was a chance she was actually trying to see Lucy, but then I thought she was probably just contemplating the situation. She finally turned back around and said, “It’s okay with me. But she’d have to live with you guys. And Aaron would need to approve it, too.”

      I was shocked she’d said yes. My sister doesn’t usually agree to my inquiries so readily. “Really?” I asked, hoping not to press my luck.

      “I don’t see why not. Won’t she be seventeen in a couple of months?” I nodded. “And we offered to bring the whole family back. Are you sure they don’t want to come, too?”

      “I’m pretty sure. Daniel will graduate in May. I think he’s already decided he’s going to MIT, so that will just leave her mom. Maybe by then, she’ll want to move out of that house.”

      My sister wrinkled her nose, and I knew she was thinking the same thing I was. “Well, I guess we’ll have to make sure Mom and Dad are on board, but it’s all right with me. Surely she won’t want to come right away, though.”

      “Oh, I think she does,” I replied. It did sound odd to think she’d leave her mom right after her dad was taken so tragically, but Lucy seemed on edge, and I thought she was ready to get away from there. I couldn’t blame her.

      “Whatever she wants,” Cadence said. “We can always come back and get her in a week or two.” The fact that her fiancé was a pilot, and we have access to a fleet of aircraft made her confident in that answer, and I nodded.

      “Thanks.” I hoped I sounded genuinely grateful and not like a punk kid spitting out the word. That’s something I need to work on—not being so angsty.

      “Sure.” Cadence pressed her lips together in some semblance of a smile and scanned the location. We all do that. A lot. Especially when we aren’t at headquarters. I wondered if she even noticed it.

      “Did you talk to Alice Cook?” I asked, my stomach tangling. I’d only said a few words to the woman. She and her husband, Steve, were having problems since Jack had died, and I felt awful for her and everyone else in this town who’d been affected by Holland and her devils.

      “I did,” Cadence nodded. We turned back toward the house, walking slowly, side by side. “She’s not doing too well. But she hides it.” I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t say anything. My sister continued. “She asked a lot of questions about what I was doing now, and when she noticed my ring, she got tears in her eyes.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me that she didn’t know my sister was engaged. “That had to be hard on her.” Even though Cadence and Jack weren’t dating anymore when he died, his parents had always loved my sister and hoped they’d get back together.

      “Yeah. And Aaron....” Cadence stopped talking. We were almost to the sidewalk that led to the front porch. “Anyway, I feel bad for her. And Lucy’s family. And everyone else.”

      It seemed like my sister had some concerns about Aaron herself, but she clearly didn’t want to go into it, and I didn’t need another problem to solve. “Hopefully, I’ll be able to intercept any more plans on Holland’s behalf, and nothing like this will happen again,” I said, wishing I would’ve seen this coming. It wasn’t the first time the thought had occurred to me, but as Cadence reminded me the last time it happened, there’s a lot going on in that Vampire’s head, and I can’t possibly see all of it.

      “Hopefully, we can figure out where she’s hiding and end her once and for all,” Cadence replied. That was my primary objective—that and wiping out the cells that Holland had been moving into place to try to attack our various headquarters. But we’d been dragging our feet on all of that, and I didn’t quite understand why. Now that this slaughter had taken place, I knew I was going to have to do something, even if it wasn’t my place, and I was just one tiny part of LIGHTS. I had to do whatever I could to make sure the next time an attack occurred, we were the ones coming in with guns a’blazing, not sitting and waiting for them to sneak in and take us by surprise. The only problem was, I was the only one who seemed to realize this. That had to change.
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      Lucy flew back to Kansas City with us. The second my mom started to nod her head—not a full-fledged “yes” but just that initial, “I’m thinking about saying yes but haven’t quite gotten there yet” approval—Lucy was thanking her. So she really didn’t have much of a choice.

      Luce said next to nothing the entire flight, which wasn’t that long, but I didn’t know if I should try to carry on a conversation or just let her absorb everything. Her whole life had changed in a matter of seconds. I do know the feeling. When this world was revealed to me initially, it was a little slower than that. But when I woke up in Philadelphia to discover I was a half-Vampire, half-Hunter Hybrid, it seemed like I’d taken a ride on a rollercoaster with no safety harness of any kind. I got it. And I didn’t want to overwhelm her. So we sat next to each other, and she stared out the window at the tiny towns and farmland, and I talked to Brandon a little on my IAC, but pretty much everyone else was speaking in low whispers, like they didn’t want to disturb the fragile girl with the big blue eyes.

      Once we got to headquarters, Lucy’s demeanor changed slightly. I could see excitement building within her, like she remembered there was a fresh wound in her heart, but it was starting to scab over a little and let her life continue. It’s impossible to step onto campus for the first time and not think about what you’re looking at. The rest of the world out there beyond those gates has no idea what we do in here, and once you’re inside, there’s no going back. Unless of course Elliott does some of his mind trickery, but Lucy is beyond that.

      Our apartment is tiny compared to Cadence’s. I wished Lucy could’ve just stayed with my sister because at least she’d have her own room, but my mom was adamant that she had promised Lucy’s mom that she would take care of her daughter, so she needed to be under our roof. I didn’t mention that we live in the same apartment building as Cadence, so technically, Lucy would still be under the same roof.

      “Your room is so cool,” Lucy said, bringing in the small duffel bag she’d brought with her. The rest of her stuff would be up shortly. Sometimes it takes a few minutes for stuff to get here from the airport, but we have people for that. We have people for a lot of things.

      “Thanks,” I said, thinking about drawers and closet space. And where we would both sleep. My bed is full-sized, so we would both fit on it, but it would be tight. “You can sleep in here, and I’ll take the couch.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t want to be a pain,” Lucy said, dropping her bag and sitting down on the edge of my bedspread. “It’s just—not girly at all.”

      I laughed. “I didn’t want any pink, frou-frou stuff. So I went with blues and teals.”

      “It’s great. I’ll sleep on the floor. I brought a sleeping bag.”

      “You can’t sleep on the floor for the next year and I half,” I muttered, but then I remembered she’d be seventeen soon enough. I wondered if my mom would let her move out then, after she Transforms. “We’ll have to get you enrolled in our online high school. If you need any help with algebra, Brandon can help. I wouldn’t be passing if it wasn’t for him.”

      “Cool,” Lucy muttered, still looking around. “It must help that you have an IAC.”

      “It helps with a lot of my classes, but not really math. The calculator is nice, though.” I sat down a few feet away from her. “Mom said I can take you over to meet Dax and Tara before dinner. But I’m on a very tight schedule. She’ll probably expect the same thing from you.”

      Lucy twisted around, pulling her knee up on the bed, so she could face me. “What do you mean?”

      Sighing, I picked up a throw pillow and squeezed it against my chest. I knew my parents were in the kitchen making lunch because I could hear the dishes. It was a Wednesday, and I was surprised my dad hadn’t gone to work as soon as we landed. He loved his new job working with the other engineers on weapons and stuff like that. He didn’t even mind that he answered to Christian. “I mean... I have a very short leash.”

      Her forehead crinkled. “Why is that? You mean, they don’t trust you?”

      “Nope. And maybe they shouldn’t.” I thought about my reckless behavior that had earned me a steel gray eye. “I go to training in the morning, come home to do my homework, and then if I’m lucky I get to go hang out with my friends for a couple of hours before my eight o’clock curfew.”

      “Eight?” Lucy wrinkled her nose so that one nostril was a lot higher than the other. “Gross.”

      “I know. On the weekends, sometimes they let me stay out until ten. Unless I’m on a hunt. That’s the only time I can stay out later.”

      Lucy shook her head slowly. “There’s not even anything you can do to get yourself into trouble here, is there?”

      An image of Bonnie ripping Tara’s throat out crossed my mind. “Sometimes. But I think they don’t trust me because of what happened in Philadelphia.”

      “Right.” She shrugged. “I guess I can just have my parents—my mom—talk to yours.” Her voice caught in her throat as she had to correct herself. She didn’t have parents anymore. It had to be a sobering realization. “Maybe my mom can set all of those rules for me.”

      “Maybe. But Liz Findley likes things a certain way, and she’s not likely to let your mom impose any rules while you’re here, since ultimately, you’re her responsibility.”

      Lucy stared at me for a second but didn’t say anything. I knew she was used to coming and going at all hours of the day and late into the evening. “Can you show me around?”

      “Sure,” I said before I realized my mom would expect us to eat lunch first. “I bet Tara and Dax are at the pizza place.” Thoughts of another person I wanted to introduce her to had me smiling. “And you’ve got to meet Alex. He’s so cool.”

      She tipped her head to the side and took me in. “Alex who? Is he cute?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, confusing her more. “Sorry—it’s just. You’ll see.”

      Lucy continued to study me for a minute. My mom shouted at us that lunch was ready, and we headed out to the dining room, even though I knew Lucy wouldn’t eat much of anything. I’d noticed all she’d done was pick at her food every time we’d sat down for a meal for the last few days.

      After a quick lunch of tuna salad sandwiches and chips, we headed across campus. Tara was actually in her apartment, and she said she’d call Dax over before we arrived. Brandon was in the gym but promised he’d come over later. I think he was trying to give me some time with Luce without being in the way, which I appreciated, even though he wouldn’t have been in the way, and I would rather have had him with me. At least he was always in my head.

      Tara flung the door open before I could even knock, a huge smile on her face. “Oh, my gosh! It’s so nice to meet you!” she exclaimed, zipping over to Lucy and wrapping her arms around her like they were old friends. Then, I heard her whisper quietly into Lucy’s ear, “I am so very sorry about your dad. He must’ve loved you very much to sacrifice himself for you. What an amazing person he must’ve been.”

      Lucy didn’t say anything in return, but I could tell immediately that she liked Tara. They stood there like that for a long moment, with their arms around each other, before Tara finally let her go. “Well, come on in,” she said, gesturing with her arm toward the living room. “It’s a little messy.”

      “It’s great,” Lucy said, taking in the space. Tara’s apartment is the same as everyone else’s in the trainee apartment building. It has a small living room with an attached kitchen, and in the back there’s one bedroom and a bath. That’s basically it. They don’t even have their own laundry facilities. Since Tara had been given the double dose of Transformation serum to save her life after Bonnie attacked her, she would definitely be staying on our team. So she’d be moved over to our apartment building once she finished her training, but she still had a long way to go. She hadn’t been a very good Hunter before the incident; now, she was better. She was faster and stronger, but she still needed to work on her aim. And she’s a little clumsy.

      “Have a seat,” Tara said, gesturing at the couch in the corner. There’s a loveseat across from it, and I sat there, letting Tara take a seat on the couch a cushion away from Lucy. “How was your trip?”

      “Good,” Lucy nodded. “I’ve never been in a plane that small before.”

      “It was a GV,” I said, mostly to Tara. We have way smaller planes. But Lucy meant she’d never been on anything other than an airliner.

      “I haven’t been up in any of them yet,” Tara sighed.

      “Really?” Lucy gawked at her. I guess she was under the impression we all just flew around all over the place all the time.

      “Nope. The only observational hunts I’ve been on have been within driving distance.”

      “Someday,” I assured her. I hadn’t been on a plane, other than flying back from Philadelphia and to and from Shenandoah a few times, except for the Australian trip. I had a feeling I might be going back there someday, though.

      Before we could say much else, there was a knock on the door. Dax opened it slowly. He stuck his head in first, like he thought he might be interrupting some important girly talk. “Hey,” he said, looking at each of us in turn. “How’s it going?”

      “This is my boyfriend, Dax,” Tara said, gushing. She stood and walked over to the tall, gangly blond, giving him a quick hug before she led him to Lucy.

      “It’s nice to meet you in person.” Lucy shook his hand. I remembered she’d seen him on a FaceTime call or two.

      “You, too. I’m really sorry about your dad.” He shook her hand and had a seat in an old recliner. I swear that thing might’ve been here when my grandparents ran this joint.

      “Thanks.” Lucy settled back into the couch, like maybe she wanted it to swallow her up.

      We all looked at each other awkwardly for a few seconds before Tara launched into a story about something that had happened in training that morning. I had missed, obviously, and it was too bad, too, since Addy, one of the girls who thinks she’s too cool for us, had fallen on her face doing the obstacle course. “It was really bad, too,” Tara laughed. “I mean, she face planted. We all just stared at her for a long time, like, ‘Are you gonna get up or what?’ and then Roar went over and helped her, and Addy just started crying, like she couldn’t handle it or whatever.”

      Roar was the nickname we’d given Aurora, our trainer. “I bet she was embarrassed.” I could only imagine tall, goddess like Addy falling on her face. I wondered if Tara had it recorded but decided she would’ve told me if she did. I don’t usually like to make fun of other people, but Addy had been so rude to me in the past, I kinda felt like maybe this was karma.

      “She had a skid mark on her face the rest of the day,” Tara said, still laughing.

      Lucy giggled, but I could tell she was still having trouble deciding whether or not she was allowed to be happy.

      “So what do you think of this place so far?” Dax asked. He hadn’t been here all that long himself. “Have you seen everything?”

      “No, not yet. Just what I saw driving in and the apartment buildings. But it’s really cool.” I did see a sparkle in Lucy’s eyes with that answer. “Do you live in this building, too?”

      “Yeah, a couple of floors up,” Dax replied with a nod. “It’s not bad, but I am looking forward to moving over to the other building.”

      “It’s definitely got bigger apartments,” Tara nodded.

      I thought about how small our apartment suddenly felt now that Lucy would be living there, but I kept a smile on my face.

      “I can’t imagine what it’s like moving away from your family to a place like this—I mean without any parents.” Lucy looked at me, indicating that she still felt supervised. “Was it hard?”

      Dax and Tara exchanged glances, and Tara decided to go first. “Well, my mom died when I was a little girl, and I never knew my dad. So it was just me and my grandma. She loves the little town she lives in, though, in Montana. So even though I felt kinda bad leaving her, she’s happy for me. We talk all the time. She couldn’t Transform—my ability comes from my dad’s line, apparently. Anyway, it took some getting used to, but I am so glad I decided to come in.”

      Lucy listened to the whole response, but I saw a kindred-ing of spirits happen when Tara mentioned her mom dying. Lucy was definitely starting to identify with Tara, which was great because I wanted them both to have more friends, especially since I’m held captive for about twenty hours a day.

      “For me, it was kind of sudden,” Dax said, and Lucy nodded. She knew about the Vampire he’d seen in the forest in California where he used to be a park ranger, how he’d saved a girl from being attacked. “But I lived with roommates before I came here, so I was already used to not having my parents watching every single thing that I did.” He looked at me then, and I narrowed my eyes, which made him laugh. Dax wasn’t being mean; he was being sympathetic, so I didn’t throw anything at him. If it had been Brandon, I might’ve assumed he was trying to rib me.

      “Well, I’ve been dreaming of coming here for as long as I’ve known about it. What? A year and a half?” Lucy looked at me, and I nodded in confirmation. Close enough. “But I never dreamt it would be now. I always figured I’d finish high school first.”

      “When’s your birthday?” Dax asked. “Won’t you be seventeen soon?”

      “Yeah, it’s in April. But I don’t know if I’ll go ahead and Transform then or wait until after I finish high school.”

      “May as well do it,” Tara said with a shrug. “You’re here. Why not have the perks that go with it?”

      Lucy agreed, but she was holding something back. I wasn’t sure what it was. I hadn’t heard her mention waiting before.

      “Where’s Brandon?” Dax asked. “He’s not answering his IAC.”

      “I think he’s in the shower at the gym,” I replied. Most of us kept our IACs off in the shower, not that we always had visuals, but you never wanted to accidentally turn those on in the wrong situation. “He should be over soon.”

      “Are you going to show Lucy the rest of campus? Introduce her to your other man?” Tara winked at me, and once again I found myself narrowing my eyes.

      “What?” Lucy asked, looking from Tara to me and then back again.

      “Nothing,” I replied quickly. “Tara and Dax seem to think it’s funny to tease me about Alex, that’s all. They both know it’s not like that.”

      “We only do it behind Brandon’s back, though. Wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings. Besides, it’s not like Alex will be around much longer anyway if Christian’s plan works,”Dax explained.

      I inhaled sharply through my nose. I didn’t like to think about that. The only reason Alex had come along with the other Guardians from Roatan for one last fight was because he was hoping that the serum Christian, our tech guy, and the doctor from Roatan, Dr. Levi Morrow, had developed that would turn Guardians back into humans so they could die a natural death would work on him, too. Technically, since Alex had come through the Blue Moon Portal, it should mean he could never die. But the Portal might not have been aware of all the rule breaking going on lately.

      The whole thing reminded me that I needed to check in on Hines, Holland’s quacky doctor. He, too, was working on a formula that he hoped would make Guardians human again—he wanted to change them all and then kill them. I hadn’t checked on either Vampire for a few days, I’d been so preoccupied. I’d barely had enough time to turn off the signals Holland was using to block our Vampire trackers so that Christian could get the locations he needed, though he was super good about making sure I remembered or else he’d bug the crap out of me until I did it. I didn’t linger enough to see what was happening with the weirdos. I needed to do that. But not now.

      Tara might’ve been reading my mind. “What’s up with Holland?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I was just thinking I should get in her head a little later and see what she’s up to. Most of the time, she’s just blubbering on about Carter. It gets a little old.”

      “Can’t blame her,” Tara replied. She had a point. Holland had lost the creature she loved most for the second time in less than two years. “Why do you think no one’s gone back to Australia, mate?”

      Lucy giggled at Tara’s awful try at an accent, and I held back a laugh myself. “That is the million dollar question. I have no idea.”

      “We seem to be dragging our feet about everything.” I could hear frustration in Dax’s voice as well. “What the heck happened with that Vampire who jammed the IACs when Bonnie went crazy?”

      I knew Dax was particularly interested in Spittle, the Vampire in question, because Tara had nearly died on the night he was talking about. In fact, she had died, but she’d come back to life, thanks to the second dose of Transformation serum. “He’s out there,” I affirmed. “For that matter, they all are.”

      “So why aren’t we going after them?” Tara asked.

      “I have no idea.” I didn’t. I wished I knew. When we’d come back from Australia, I expected things to move quickly. Rather than actually going after the Vampires Holland had intended to use to attack headquarters, we were going after small pockets of Vampires who hadn’t done much at all. It made no sense. “Every time I ask Cadence about it, she says not to concern myself and keep doing what I’m doing.”

      Tara made a tsking sound but said nothing else. Lucy just looked confused. I decided not to try to explain everything to her because she’d find out soon enough. Just being on campus, she’d hear what was going on and be able to piece it all together.

      There was a light rapping at the door before Brandon let himself in. I couldn’t help but smile, even though I was still frustrated about the whole not attacking Holland bit. I stood and gave him a hug before he sat down beside me. He asked how Lucy was doing, and she gave the same half-hearted “I’m fine,” she’d been giving everyone. It’s not like she could tell everyone the truth—that she felt like her heart had been ripped out. I knew that feeling, and it’s not something easily put into words.

      “What are you guys doing for dinner?” Tara asked. “Maybe we could grab some pizza and watch a flick. In Brandon’s apartment, though. It’s the biggest.”

      “That sounds fun,” Lucy said, genuinely smiling.

      “Uh, it’s a school night,” I reminded them before they got too far ahead of themselves. “And since I’ve missed the last few days of school, I’m sure my mom won’t let us go.”

      “Won’t let you maybe,” Lucy shrugged. “She’s not seriously going to try to change my curfews is she? It’s not like I have school tomorrow.”

      There was a tone of attitude in my friend’s voice I had only ever heard her use when she was trying to talk her own mother into letting her do something or buy something when Annie had already said no. “I’d be happy to lobby for you, but there’s no point in me asking for myself.” I hated the fact that they could all be in my boyfriend’s apartment, hanging out, probably with my other best friend, Elliott, even though he was Brandon’s dad, and I would be in my room, only able to join in through their IACs. At least my mom hadn’t figured out a way to turn that off yet.

      Lucy shook her head and folded her arms, and I realized this was not going to work. But I am not one to interfere with Liz Findley and her mothering ways.

      “Why don’t we walk around for a while, show Lucy where everything is, and then we’ll see what Mrs. Findley will allow?” Dax offered.

      It was a fair compromise, and I was definitely up for going for a stroll. Tara’s apartment walls were closing in on me.

      “Okay,” Lucy agreed as we all pulled ourselves up. “But you guys have to remember I’m a human. No walking at super speed.”

      We all laughed. It was nice to hear her making a joke. Tara said, “I am ten times faster than all of these losers.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair,” Brandon chided, opening the door for all of us. “It’s not our fault we haven’t gotten a second shot of super juice.”

      “Gosh, what if they let us do that?” Dax asked, completely unaware that it had been discussed. I only knew this because I had been present at a meeting where my sister and Jamie had tried to talk Aaron into it. Brandon was there, too. In fact, Aaron had given Cadence and Elliott permission to go through with it when we got back from Australia. I hoped the only cause for delay was the tissue samples Jamie and Christian were running, but once again, the progress seemed slow.

      “If they do, we’ll all be as fast as Tara,” Brandon said, and then he winked at me. His dad and my sister had shut us both down on going through with the procedure, but neither one of us were the type to give up quite so easily. I had already decided if the opportunity to use the Transformation serum a second time presented itself, I had to take it, no matter the risk. I had a feeling it would enhance the skills I already have—my telepathy, for instance—and I was all about seeing how far I could take it. The rest of them could be fast and strong. I just wanted to be stealthy. If I could get into Holland’s head a little deeper, I might be able to stop whatever she was sending our way before she could get it off the ground.

      Brandon called the elevator with his IAC, and we climbed aboard, laughing and having a good time. I was glad Lucy was here, despite the circumstances. I had a feeling she was going to be a distraction, though, and I couldn’t let that be the case. As we headed to the ground floor, I reminded myself I had Vampires to spy on, and if there was anything I could do to get Cadence to start moving forward again, I’d have to do it. The longer we waited, the more dangerous Holland became, and in my gut, I had a feeling the clock was already ticking.
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