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      There are defining moments in our lives where we can look back later and think, “That was when everything changed,” or “that’s when I knew.” For me, that moment came shortly after my sister told me the man I thought of as an older brother, Elliott, had been killed by a Vampire Hunter. Even though I’d known for the last several months that I would go through the Transformation process like my sister Cadence had as soon as I turned seventeen and was considered old enough, when I found out that Elliott was dead, that I’d never turn around to find him standing just over my shoulder again, or watch in surprise as he snuck into my bedroom window to talk to me in private so as not to alert my parents, or look up into a crowd and see his smile, that’s when I knew what I would do with my life, the path I would choose.

      It's too bad fate had other plans, ones I would’ve never seen coming that sweltering June day when Cadence told me about Elliott.

      I had fallen asleep that afternoon, dreaming that Elliott was still alive, that this was all some sort of a not-so-funny joke, so when I awoke a few hours later to the soft sound of my mother’s voice next to my ear, telling me I needed to come down for dinner, it was like everything hit me all over again, and fresh waves of nausea and despair made me burst into tears once more. My mom understood; she had loved Elliott, too, and she wrapped me up in a tight hug and held me until I was finally able to temporarily pull myself back together again.

      Cadence was likely still downstairs with her boyfriend Aaron, and both of them had been very good friends with Elliott. I’d remembered wondering how they were even functioning earlier. Why were they not both hanging on by a thin thread like me? My sister has seen a lot of death lately—her friend Drew was, apparently, killed by Vampires, though I still didn’t have the whole story on that one—and her ex-boyfriend Jack had actually been turned into a Vampire, though I don’t even know how that happened either—and Cadence had shot him a few months ago. What I do know I am knowledgeable about only because Elliott trusted me enough to tell me what he could. Everyone else had been lying to me for months, or in the case of my parents, years, and I was getting quite tired of it. Eventually, once I was able to breathe again, my intentions were to start asking questions. But for Elliott’s sake, I would try to stay calm and endure for now.

      With my mom’s arms around me, I managed to untangle my legs from the blankets and head toward the door. She didn’t let go of me, even when we reached the foyer. “We are all going to fly to Kansas City tomorrow,” she said quietly. “There will be a memorial.”

      I looked up at her, thinking that seemed awfully quick, but then, I guess I didn’t even actually know when Elliott had died. Rather than asking that question, I simply said, “Okay,” and walked a little ahead of my mom into the dining room.

      My dad, Eli, and Cadence and Aaron were already there at the table, and everyone had food on their plates, including me. I sat down in my usual chair, next to my sister, and noted that Aaron was sitting where Elliott had always sat when he visited. I tried not to hold that against him. He had been more forthcoming with information earlier than my sister had been, and now that they were officially dating, I thought I should do my best to try to like him, even though the hatred I’d felt toward him for months for choosing to date some other girl, Eliza, instead of my sister, made it a little more difficult.

      “I think we should say a prayer,” my mother announced. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d prayed over dinner, except for on a holiday, but I didn’t mind. I was doing my best not to think, not to feel, just to be there so that I could make it through mom’s baked chicken without breaking down again. I took my sister’s outstretched hand and my dad’s and bowed my head, trying not to question how the God my mom was speaking to, the one that she said, “loved us completely,” and “held our hearts in His hands” could keep taking the people we loved away from us, but then she gave Him a bit of a reprieve when she said, “we cannot always understand Your ways, but we know that they are for the best.” I thought long and hard about that and decided now was not the time to try to figure out the secrets of the universe, especially since I was new to a whole bunch of its secrets very few people knew anything at all about, so once my mom was done, I began to cut up my meat, marching pieces of chicken around my plate so it looked like I was eating while I listened to the grownups make small talk.

      I wasn’t hungry, and I imagined if I actually put any pieces of chicken into my mouth, I might regurgitate everything I’d eaten hours ago for breakfast right there all over the dining room table, so I took a few bites of mashed potatoes but nothing more solid than that. My mom was asking Cadence about Ireland, and I tried to remember if I knew my sister had been there. She’d told me more than I expected earlier, thanks to Aaron allowing her to do so, but I would have to go back over the conversation a few times to figure out exactly what all of it was. Right now, I didn’t want to think or feel or be aware of anything.

      After dinner, my mom and sister began to clear the table, and I thought it was nice that Aaron at least volunteered to help, though my mom sent him off with my dad to the living room. I assumed this was so she could ask Cadence the questions she couldn’t ask in front of Aaron--questions about him—and I excused myself. I just wanted to go back to sleep. I still hadn’t called my friends, though, and since Lucy and Emma also knew Elliott, I felt like they needed to know what was happening.

      I trudged through the living room and only glanced in my dad and Aaron’s direction as I headed for the stairs. My dad called, “Are you going back to bed, honey?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, not bothering to explain the truth about what I was about to do. I didn’t know if Elliott’s demise meant no one would be listening in on me anymore, and since Cadence had told me I wasn’t allowed to talk to Lucy and Emma about any of this, I realized I might be setting my best friends up for another brainwashing—they’d endured a pretty intense one of those before, courtesy of Hannah, one of my sister’s co-workers—but I needed to talk to them just the same. I was obligated to pass on the horrific news in a timely fashion even though I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to get the words out of my mouth.

      I decided it would be best to tell them together, and they needed to see my swollen, blotchy face to know that I was telling them the truth, so I pulled out my laptop and FaceTimed them both. It didn’t take long for Lucy to answer because I’m sure she wanted to know why my sister was there. A few seconds later, I had Emma on as well.

      “OMG,” Lucy whispered. That was her favorite expression, and she usually used it in moments of exhilaration, but she took one look at my face and could tell something was very wrong.

      “You look awful,” Emma, who is honest to a fault, said. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure how to say this,” I began, wondering if I could even say it, “but… Elliott, uh… died.”

      The word fell out of my mouth in an unnatural way. I didn’t spit it out or curse it; it was just there, like an unwelcome visitor, the kind that will never leave, the kind you have to find a way to coexist with because nothing can ever make it change back to the way things were before.

      Neither of my friends said anything for a very long time. They just stared at me in the same kind of disbelief I’d been attempting to exist in for the last few hours. When they finally did speak, I expected a bunch of questions I didn’t feel like answering, some of them I couldn’t, but what I got instead was sympathy. “I’m so sorry,” Emma said. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      “Thank you,” I said, knowing without question she meant it. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have come out of her mouth.

      “Me, too,” Lucy agreed. “I can’t even believe it. I feel… awful. I can only imagine how you must feel, Cass. I wish I was there so I could hug you.”

      Both of my friends had tears in their eyes, and even though it pained me to see them also so heartbroken, in a strange way it made me feel slightly better to know I wasn’t alone. “Thank you,” I muttered again. “I don’t know exactly what happened right now. Apparently, they were hunting a Vampire, and Elliott was killed by a Vampire Hunter.”

      “Killed by his own side?” Emma asked. “Like Stonewall Jackson?”

      I wasn’t sure who that was, so I wasn’t certain how to respond. “I don’t know,” I said. “I just know that there was some sort of an ambush or trick or something. I’ll see if Cadence will tell me more later, but as you can imagine, she’s pretty upset, too.”

      “Well, yeah, I would think so,” Lucy replied. “Aaron, too. They were pretty close, weren’t they?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded. I took a deep breath and tried to stay focused so I wouldn’t fall back into sobbing, not until I got off the phone anyway. “I guess we’re flying to Kansas City tomorrow for a memorial.”

      “Flying?” Emma repeated. “Wouldn’t it be easier to drive? By the time you get to Des Moines… assuming that’s where you’d be leaving from…”

      “Actually, I think they have a plane here or something. Elliott told me more than once that he flew up to see me, and that he had a pilot or something. I’m not sure.”

      “Really?” Lucy asked, her mouth hanging open a little bit. “You didn’t tell us that.”

      “I know. There are probably a lot of things I haven’t told you, actually, not because I didn’t want to but because it’s hard to keep track of everything. Cadence told me a whole bunch of stuff this afternoon I’ll pass along to you as soon as I can. But she told me I couldn’t tell either of you.”

      “What else is new?” Emma groaned, shaking her head.

      “I really wish they’d just trust us already,” Lucy agreed.

      “It wasn’t even Cadence who decided I could know,” I pointed out. “She wasn’t going to tell me anything, but Aaron said he thought I deserved to know.”

      “Get out of town!” Lucy exclaimed. “And here I was thinking he was the one keeping us all in the dark.”

      “I know. I always got that impression, too, but I think maybe it’s been more my parents. Maybe yours, too. I don’t know. Anyway….”

      “Why would our parents matter?” Emma asked, crinkling her forehead at me. “Do you think they know about all of this?”

      “Maybe,” I replied with a shrug. “At this point, I have no idea who knows anything.”

      “Are you saying you think whatever this is runs in our families, too?” Lucy asked. “Or can just anybody become a Vampire Hunter?”

      “I don’t know,” I said again. “But it turns out Elliott wasn’t a Vampire Hunter. He was something else, something called a Guardian. Aaron is one, too.” Talking about Elliott in the past tense was a fresh kick to the gut, and I knew I needed to get off before I lost it again.

      However, their gaping mouths told me I’d just unleashed a whole new line of questioning. “A what?” Emma asked.

      “Are you serious?” Lucy was shaking her head. “Just when we think we have everything figured out.”

      “I know. Listen, I will actually be at her headquarters tomorrow, which would be great if it was for any other reason in the world than a funeral, but it will give me a little bit of a chance to see what I can figure out. Hopefully, I’ll get a chance to talk to Cadence, too. Maybe by the next time I talk to you guys I’ll have more information.”

      “Okay,” Lucy nodded, “but we’ll understand if you don’t.” She had tears in her eyes again, and I assumed she’d probably be mourning the loss of Dr. Sanderson as soon as we disconnected, too. In fact, if the student body of Shenandoah High School found out about his death, there would be hundreds of kids crying and no one to cheer them up since that had been his role.

      “Have a safe trip,” Emma said, smiling sympathetically at me. “And if you get to ride on one of those little planes, take some pics if you get a chance. I’ve never been on a little one before.”

      I had to smile, thinking about how life was like one big science experiment to her. “Okay.”

      “Love you, Cass,” Lucy said. “Thank you for telling us.”

      “Love you both, too,” I replied, doubting Emma would be willing to say that she loved us. It just wasn’t her thing.

      But before I could push the button to disconnect the call she said, “I love you guys, too. Even if I’m not always quick to say so.”

      “Thanks, Em,” I smiled, glad to hear it.

      I closed my laptop and set it aside, looking around my room and wondering what to do with myself. If we were leaving tomorrow, I should probably pack a few things, though I had no idea what I would even wear to another funeral. I’d gone to Jack Cook’s funeral back before Christmas, but it had been cold then, and something told me that Elliott wouldn’t want me to wear black. I thought, if I closed my eyes and concentrated, I could still remember his scent, leather and that unique aftershave, and remember how safe I felt when his burly arms were around me. I didn’t think I could ever feel that way again.

      A knock on my bedroom door made me realize I actually had closed my eyes. “Yeah?” I called, blinking back to reality.

      “Hey,” Cadence said, sticking her head in. “You’re not sleeping again?”

      “No, not yet,” I replied as she came inside and sat down next to me on the bed. “I was just thinking I have no idea what to wear tomorrow.”

      “Oh, yeah. Me neither. Hannah said that she doesn’t think Elliott would want any of us to be sad, though I don’t know how it would be possible to get through his memorial service without feeling that way. Maybe you should just wear one of your favorite dresses.”

      I nodded. I’d been thinking the same thing. “What are you going to wear?”

      “I’ll figure it out when I get back to my apartment,” she said with a sigh. I imagined she had more pressing things on her mind and felt kind of silly again for even asking her. “I just wanted to come and check on you. You didn’t even eat any dinner.”

      “I’m okay,” I assured her. “Or, I will be anyway.”

      Cadence wrapped her arm around me. “You will be. We all will be. It just takes some time.”

      “Are you… still upset about Jack?”

      It seemed like a stupid question, but my sister had no idea I was aware that she had been the one to destroy Jack after he had become a Vampire. So, my question wasn’t quite what it might seem on the surface.

      “I’ll always miss Jack,” she said, letting out a deep breath and taking her arm off of me so she could scoot back against the wall. I did the same. “Things with Jack were very complicated toward the end. That’s making it a little bit harder to just let everything go.”

      “Cadence,” I said quietly, “I know you probably don’t want to do an entire recap of everything that’s happened since you met all of these people and took your new job, but at some point, could you please let me know what happened to Drew? And Jack?” As much information as Elliott had allowed me to hang on to, anything I hadn’t figure out on my own was never discussed, and I still had no idea what had happened to Cadence’s first friend at the Eidolon Festival in November.

      “Yeah, I’ll tell you someday,” Cadence promised. “There’s just… so much. I don’t want to overwhelm you. You need to talk to Grandma.”

      Apparently, Grandma was the keeper of all of the family history when it came to LIGHTS, the organization my sister worked for. “Okay,” I said quietly, knowing I wouldn’t get anywhere further tonight and too exhausted to think about it.

      “Aaron and I are staying at a hotel tonight. We’ll be back in the morning to take you guys to the airport. You might pack a few days’ worth of clothes since I’m not sure when you’ll be back.”

      “Okay,” I said again. I had a million questions but chose not to bombard her with any of them just then.

      Cadence hugged me and kissed the top of my head before she slid to the edge of the bed. “I hate that you’re missing him so much, Cass, but I am glad that you got to know him. He was an amazing man.”

      I knew if I opened my mouth, the tears would start again, so I only nodded.

      “See you in the morning.”

      She left, and I took some deep breaths, hoping I could at least get my bag packed before I started to cry, but tears were already rolling down my face, blurring my vision, so I gave in and buried my head in my pillow, trying my best just to get air into my lungs.
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      Having never been in a plane smaller than an airliner before, I had no idea what to expect, but the plane we took from Shenandoah to Kansas City was actually a lot bigger and nicer than I was expecting. My mom and dad and I sat in the back and Cadence sat up front with Aaron—who was flying. I had no idea he knew how to fly a plane, and when I told Cadence that was cool, she said she hadn’t known either until a few days before. I took some pictures for Emma of the plane on the inside and outside, as well as a few aerial shots. If nothing else, it gave me a chance to keep my mind off of what was happening and where we were going.

      Cadence recommended we wear something comfortable on the plane and said we’d get to her headquarters in time to change, so I had packed the pink dress I’d finally decided to wear to the memorial, as well as a couple other outfits, although I secretly wanted to pack everything I owned. I wondered if Cadence would notice if I happened to miss the plane back home.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like my life in Shenandoah. I had some great friends. I loved most of my classes, and cheerleading had really become my thing recently, but the idea that whomever had shot Elliott was still out there somewhere waiting to be reckoned with had been weighing on my mind. I still needed to figure out who this punk was so I could help take him down, which was easier said than done since clearly the only people who knew were not too keen on talking right now, not to me anyhow.

      I looked down at the ring on my finger and tried not to think about missing Elliott. Not only was he amazing, he was the only reason I knew most of what I knew about this organization at all. Perhaps my first mission should be to find another ally. I knew it wouldn’t be Cadence. She hadn’t even wanted to tell me anything in the first place. And Aaron seemed way too busy, even though he was more forthcoming with the info than my sister had been. I decided I could distract myself throughout the day by trying to build another trusting relationship with someone on the inside.

      Going through all of the people I’d already met allowed me to consider a few possibilities and eliminate some others. As I stared down at the ant civilization between the clouds, I thought about each of the LIGHTS members I’d met so far. Hannah was the first that came to mind. She was nice enough, but she’d been the one to swipe all of our memories, and if it hadn’t been for a quick text from Elliott, she’d still have mine. She was off the table.

      Christian was creepy. There was no doubt in my mind he would not be the one. I’d met Meagan and she seemed nice enough. My sister had taken her on the six-month-long adventure she’d just returned from. I wondered if she could be a possibility. The other woman I’d met, Eliza, had been transferred, according to Elliott, and that was just as well. I didn’t like her even before she stabbed my sister in the back.

      The only other person from her team I’d met myself was Jamie. He was a doctor, and Emma had found a picture of him from the late 1880s online and done a facial recognition comparison with one of his social media pictures, the positive results of which went a long way in convincing all three of us that something odd was happening here. He seemed like a pretty nice guy, and I knew he’d put my sister back together again when Giovani, the violent Vampire who had turned Jack from one of the nicest guys I’ve ever met into pure evil, and some other Hunter named Laura, had shot Cadence. So, I thought Jamie might be a possibility. Could I get the good doctor to trust me well enough to answer my questions?

      It would be much simpler, of course, if I got my sister to talk, but something told me her answers would be sketchy at best. And, for now, she was very tight-lipped anyway. I knew she was upset about Elliott; that much was clear. But as I watched her from further back in the plane, it seemed like something else was bothering her as well. She didn’t seem as touchy-feely with Aaron as she had been the day before, and I wondered if something had happened between them. It wouldn’t surprise me. I still didn’t fully trust him not to be screwing around with her again, messing with her mind and her heart.

      We landed in Kansas City and I was very impressed that Aaron didn’t kill us. He was a good pilot, but I just thought there was no way he was going to be able to get our plane to land perfectly on what had originally looked like a short ribbon on the distant horizon. He landed like it was no big deal, and we all took a collective deep breath, thinking of why we were there, and headed out of the plane.

      My opportunity to test out this other doctor came the moment we stepped foot on the tarmac, or whatever you call the thing you pull the plane over on. My sister was very excited to see Jamie and flung herself at him, asking him how he was feeling. From the way they were talking, I got the impression that he was also wounded in whatever happened with Elliott, and yet, here he was, standing, walking around, being alive and all that, while Elliott was in an urn somewhere. Perhaps he wouldn’t be my new confidant for that reason alone.

      “Hi, Cassidy,” Jamie said, offering me his and. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      “You, too,” I replied, shaking it, thankful no one said anything stupid about “too bad it’s under these circumstances.” Some baggage guys were loading our luggage into the back of the large SUV Jamie had apparently driven over to pick us up, and we all piled in. I sat in the very back with my mom, and we hadn’t gotten very far when she reached over and grabbed my hand. I didn’t know if this was for my benefit or her own, but I didn’t let go.

      Jamie drives almost as crazy as Elliot did, though a few minutes in, after my mom made her “oh, my” comment for the third or fourth time, he must’ve remembered that there were some regular humans in the car because he stopped taking corners so quickly. I absently wondered how they could remember to walk slowly but not to drive like the other cars surrounding them on the road, but I kept my comments to myself.

      The drive to headquarters took about fifteen minutes, and we went out of town a little way, into the countryside. Eventually, we got to a gate that automatically opened, I imagined because of a device somewhere in the SUV, and headed back down a winding lane, past a few buildings that seemed to increase in height until we reached the two tallest buildings of all.

      It seemed like everyone else had been here before, including my mom. We got out of the car and some man who seemed to work there started grabbing our bags out of the back. I thought it must be nice to have people to do these things and thought about how Lucy never cleaned up after herself, leaving everything for the housekeeper, Sandy. Maybe I could live that way as well.

      “We have enough time to head upstairs and change,” Cadence said once we were standing on the sidewalk in front of what looked like a fifteen- or twenty-story tall building.

      “Okay,” I muttered, watching the guy with the bags wheel them inside. Aaron said something to him that sounded like he wanted them all taken to the penthouse, and I remembered that Cadence’s and Aaron’s apartments were the only ones up there.

      “Bring back memories?” my mom asked my dad, who was staring up at the building, and I couldn’t help but tip my head to the side in observation.

      “It does,” he replied with a nod. He glanced down at me and shrugged. “I guess you may as well know now, Cassidy. I grew up here.”

      “You did?” I asked. “I thought you lived in Des Moines, at Grandma’s house.”

      “I did, part of the time, but my parents’ apartments were on the top floor here. Grandma had her own space and Grandpa had his so they wouldn’t drive each other crazy while they were working. I was here a lot of the time.”

      “What about school?” I asked, thoroughly confused.

      “Well, I had a private tutor until I was in high school, so when we were here, school was here, and when I was in Des Moines, school was in Des Moines.” That made sense, I supposed,

      “And then I insisted on going to a regular, public high school. So Grandma and Grandpa arranged for me to live in their house, the one she lives in now, with a few retired Hunters.”

      “Were you here when Grandpa died?” Cadence asked, squinting her eyes at him, like she’d never thought of any of this either.

      “No, I was in college,” Dad replied, dropping his eyes to the sidewalk. “I wish I would’ve been.”

      Cadence looked at Aaron, and then at Jamie, neither of whom said anything, and I absently wondered if they were there when my grandpa died. And then I realized that I needed to read a little more into what they were saying. “Hold on,” I said, just as everyone took a collective step toward the front door. “When you asked if dad was here when Grandpa Jordan died, you’re implying that Grandpa died here. As in, right here?”

      Five faces turned and looked at me with various levels of surprise, a bit of amusement on the part of the gentlemen who didn’t know me so well, and some annoyance from my mother.

      “We will explain all of that to you later, Cass, I promise,” my sister said. “We need to get going.”

      Biting off the sigh that threatened to come out of my mouth, I allowed them to keep walking and tried to focus on taking in the entryway. There was an atrium with soaring ceilings and live plants, which was pretty cool. Not very many people were milling around, and I supposed that was because most people were getting ready for the memorial. I wondered how large of a crowd Dr. Sanderson would pull together and imagined it would easily be in the hundreds.

      Once we reached the elevator, Jamie said, “I’m going to go check on Hannah and see if she needs anything else. I’ll see you all over there.”

      “Thanks, Jamie,” Cadence said and hugged him again as the elevator doors opened. No one had actually pushed a button, and I thought they might also be controlling that with the little computers they had in their eyes, their IACs.

      The doctor smiled at me, and then he headed off, the rest of us stepping into the elevator. The doors closed and the light for the top floor illumined without anyone pushing a single button. “Neat trick,” I muttered under my breath, and Cadence turned and smiled at me.

      It seemed like the elevator ride took forever. When we finally reached the penthouse, the doors opened and we all stepped out. Our luggage was sitting in front of the two apartment doors, the majority of it by the door on the right, so I assumed that was Cadence’s apartment. I averted my eyes when she kissed Aaron and said she’d see him in a few minutes, and I grabbed my bag. My sister turned the handle on her door and held it open as the rest of us wandered in.

      “You know, you really should keep your door locked,” my mother commented. “I’m sure you’re perfectly safe here, but you just never know.”

      “It was locked,” my sister replied, and I could hear her fighting that exasperated sound both of us are guilty of making when we have to explain things to our mother from time to time.

      “Well, I didn’t see a key.”

      “I unlocked it with my IAC.”

      I was only half listening to my mother comment that she always forgot about my sister’s “eye computer.” My eyes were too busy taking in the incredible artwork on my sister’s walls and the gorgeous view out her window.

      “Pretty nice, isn’t it?” Cadence asked, coming up behind me. She whispered, “All of the art is real. That’s an actual Monet.”

      I stared at her in shock for a moment and pulled my head away to further inspect the view. “That fountain is amazing.” There were actually a couple of fountains off in the distance, but the one I was gesturing at appeared to be a little girl and a raincloud.

      “It is, I agree. I really like to look out this window. It seems so peaceful.” I wondered what all she had seen that would make her go longing for peace, but I was sure I couldn’t even imagine. “I’m gonna go get changed. You wanna bring your stuff to my bedroom?”

      “Sure,” I replied, following behind her and taking in the rest of her apartment. It was really nicely furnished and well-decorated. I was impressed.

      My sister pointed my parents to the guest room, and my dad reminded her that he used to live here, so she shook her head and kept walking. I wasn’t sure if she thought that was as odd as I did or not.

      Her bedroom was equally nice, decorated in blues and silvers. “This place is super nice, Cadence,” I said as she disappeared into a walk-in closet. “Did you pick all this stuff out yourself?” It was a far cry from the bubble gum pink bedroom she’d lived in for the first nineteen years of her life.

      “Thanks,” she called. “No, Aaron had it remodeled and redecorated for me before I got here.” She came out with two dress choices, one in dark purple and one in a red color. “What do you think?” she asked, holding them both up in front of her.

      “Definitely the purple,” I replied. “Under the circumstances, I think red would be… not cool.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me and then shook her head. “Right,” she said, her shake turning into a nod. “Sorry. I guess… Vampires are second nature to me.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that so I dug my dress out of my bag and checked to make sure it wasn’t too wrinkly. It seemed to have survived the plane ride, so I turned my back to my sister and started getting dressed, trying not to think about the fact that she looked like some sports model now, and I was a toothpick little high school girl.

      She had a mirror across the room, so I grabbed my cosmetics bag and approached it, checking to see what needed fixed. “You can use my bathroom, if you want to,” she said. “All of my makeups all over the place in there.”

      “Okay,” I replied, heading out the door. Cadence followed behind me and directed me around the corner to a rather large bathroom. “Kinda funny you finally don’t have an en suite,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, I know. But it functions the same way, though. There’s never anyone else here but me.”

      I could tell by the sink that she was telling the truth. “When did you get back here?” I asked. It seemed like she must’ve put in some considerable effort to make this sort of mess.

      “Last week,” she replied as she began to work on her own makeup. “I was only here for a couple of days before we went to California. But I keep a separate bag packed with all of my travel stuff.”

      “But you didn’t live here for, like, six months,” I reminded her, reapplying my mascara. “Did you leave it like this?”

      “No, this is just a couple of days’ worth of mess,” she explained with a shrug.

      “Dude,” I said, moving on to my blush. “I don’t know Aaron well, but something tells me he would have pretty low tolerance for this kinda thing.”

      She giggled. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… the man seems pretty meticulous. I bet his apartment is spotless, isn’t it?”

      “Uh, yeah,” she said, checking to see if her curling iron was hot enough yet.

      I just shook my head at her. “Some things never change.”

      “Hey, now,” Cadence said, playfully shoving me in the arm. And I’m sure she was careful, too, because I did not go shooting across the room. “I can be tidy when I want to. I was in a hurry that morning when I left here.” Her voice suddenly got very sad, and I realized the last time she’d been here, Elliott was alive, getting ready to go with her. I hoped those two coats of mascara I’d seen her apply were waterproof, like mine.

      I decided I looked good enough for a funeral, and before I went back to get my dress shoes, I turned to face her. “Cadence, can you please tell me what happened?”

      She glanced at me and then picked up her curling iron and started making little ringlets around her face. She cleared her throat, and with her eyes glued on the mirror, she said, “I told you. We were ambushed. He saved Meagan.”

      I nodded. “Okay, if it’s too painful for you to talk about right now, what about Drew. Can you tell me what happened to her?”

      Cadence still looked solemn, but not as much as she had when she was thinking about Elliott. Perhaps time had helped a bit with the passing of Drew.

      “We went to a party that night, the night before Thanksgiving.” She continued to curl. “Drew had found a note about this get-together in Villisca. It was called an Eidolon Festival. I found out later, much later, it’s actually a sanctioned party Vampires are allowed to have from time to time. They still can’t claim victims who fight them, but anyone who chooses to go with them is fair game.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, my eyes wide. “That’s… shocking.”

      “I know. Aaron doesn’t like it either, but he can’t really change it. Not now anyway.” She sprayed her hair with some finishing spray and unplugged the curler. She looked gorgeous, as always. “So… there wasn’t much Aaron or anyone could do when Drew decided to go off with one of the Vampires. She thought he was just a hot guy, and you know how Drew was, right? Always looking for a good time?”

      I nodded, though I probably didn’t realize that was the case, at least not to the extent she seemed to be getting at. “So she went off alone with him?”

      “Yes, but I just knew something was wrong. I had this burning in my stomach. And, well, I’d had a dream a few nights before that. I’d seen all of this unfolding. Sort of. Have you ever had a dream like that? Where you feel like it’s real, and then something happens later to let you know the dream was sort-of right?”

      Once again, my head bobbed up and down, but I doubted I’d ever had a dream quite as real as the one she was describing.

      “I chased after her, but I lost her. By the time I got to her….” Cadence’s voice just sort of petered out. She didn’t even have tears in her eyes, but I could tell it was hard for her to talk about.

      “She was already dead?” I finished for her, and my sister nodded. “What about the Vampire? Could Aaron step in then?”

      “No, not yet. But I didn’t need his help.” She turned and leaned against the counter, her arms folded in front of her. “The second I saw what was happening, it was like some other part of me took over. It was all completely instinctual. I ran at that monster with all the strength I could muster, and I ripped his head right off.” She turned and looked at me for a moment, and I’m sure my mouth was hanging open. She shook her head like she couldn’t even believe she’d done it. “Then… Aaron showed up and told me the rest of us needed to get out of there, that the rest of the Vampires were slightly unhappy about my choices, and the next thing I know, I’m speeding off on the back of a motorcycle, and nothing in my life has been the same ever since.”

      I continued to stare at her for a really long time before she finally pushed off of the counter and stood up. She’d skipped a lot, and I had a million questions, but at least I knew what had happened to Drew now, a question that had been burning in my mind for over half a year.

      “Aaron and I are going to go ahead and head over to the chapel,” she said as I followed her back into her room to get my shoes. “Dad knows how to get there, so you guys can walk over in a little while.”

      “Okay,” I replied, watching her slide on her shoes and then rush over to the dresser faster than she would’ve if I didn’t know what she was and stick in some earrings. She grabbed a gold necklace off of the dresser and slipped that on, too.

      “If you need anything… I’m not sure what’s in the fridge.”

      “I don’t think I could eat if I wanted to,” I replied, following her out into the living room where my parents were sitting on the sofa enjoying what appeared to be ham and cheese on rye. I guess we all have our own responses to grief.

      “Don’t you both look beautiful,” my mom said, standing and hugging Cadence and then me.

      “Thanks, Mom,” she said. “I’m heading out. See you guys there.” She smiled at us all sympathetically, and I hoped that she would make it through the service without messing up her makeup. I wondered if Hannah could or would help my sister. I wondered if she would use her emotional manipulation to make me feel better. I knew I needed to grieve, but right about now, I could use a shortcut.

      I took a seat on the sofa near my dad, and my mom asked if I wanted her to fix me a sandwich before she sat back down, but I just shook my head. I wondered how many times Elliott had sat here on this sofa and watched TV with my sister. Probably a lot. They had been good friends. My dad was telling a story about tripping and hitting his head on the raised brick around the fireplace when he was little, but I wasn’t really listening.

      Then a thought struck me. “Dad, how long have you known Aaron?”

      He looked from me to my mom, who was back in a chair eating her sandwich, and then back again. “Well, my whole life,” he replied with a shrug. “I mean… I didn’t know him well because he was just a work associate of my parents’, but I knew who he was. He was pretty important to the operation back then, as he is now.”

      It seemed so strange to me. My sister was dating someone my dad had known when he was a little kid. So bizarre.

      “Actually,” my dad continued, and I could tell by my mom’s expression that she was bracing herself, thinking my dad’s strange stories might be confusing to my young mind. “When I cut my forehead open on that brick fireplace,” he pointed across the room, “it was Jamie who came and sewed me up.” He laughed, probably at the oddness of the whole situation. “I can remember being really scared it was going to hurt, but it didn’t. He did something to keep it from hurting at all, or even scarring.”

      As much as I enjoyed my dad’s stories, I was also more than a little perturbed. “I can’t believe you guys kept all of this from me.” I tried to keep my voice calm. “It seems like you’ve known about it your whole life, Dad.”

      “I did, honey, but that was different. I lived here. I had to know. There was no reason to confuse you with all this craziness, all the secrets, when it wasn’t going to affect you for years.”

      “We were going to wait until you were seventeen and then tell both of you at the same time,” my mom explained. “That’s what my parents did.”

      I looked at my mother for a moment, trying to see through her skull into her mind. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You know, I was never brave enough to take on any of this, like your sister is, but my parents waited until all of us were old enough and then told us. None of us wanted to take it all on. In fact, no one from my side of the family has Transformed for… ages. By the time my parents told me, I’d already met your father, so he’d been keeping the secret from me.”

      I looked at my dad and he shrugged. I wanted to point out to my mother I had no idea this “situation” came from both sides of my family; here I thought it was only my dad’s tree that had some very crooked branches. But then, I remembered being told Lucy and Emma would find out about this eventually, so by the time I actually asked it, my question was different than the one I’d originally intended to blurt out. “Can just anyone become a Vampire Hunter then?”

      “What’s that?” my mom asked.

      “It seems like everyone in the world can find out about this secret life eventually. Is that the case?”

      “Oh, no, honey. You have to be born with the ability to Transform in your DNA. Only people with a certain genetic code can become a Hunter or a Guardian. When we get back home, you can go up and talk to Grandma, and she’ll explain it all to you.” My mom nodded her head like that was the end of it.

      “Why isn’t Grandma here?” I asked. “She knew Elliott.”

      My dad let out a sigh, like he was the most exhausted person in the world. “I think she’s just tired of burying people, honey. She’ll be watching the live feed, though.”

      “Live feed?” I asked. Was Elliott some sort of a dignitary?

      “Hannah thought it would be best to do it that way, rather than have people leave their stations to come in,” Mom explained.

      That made sense, I supposed, though I had no idea people all over the world were going to potentially see me crying like a little baby in a few minutes. Maybe if I let myself think about that, I’d be less inclined to lose it again, though I thought there wasn’t going to be much to prevent the waterworks.

      My dad glanced at his watch and then looked at my mom. “Think we should head out?” he asked quietly.

      “You know how long it takes to walk over there,” Mom responded unhelpfully. She stood and took the dirty plates into the kitchen.

      Being the smart man that he is, my father has learned when is a good time to ignore my mother’s comments and when is a good time to respond. “I think we should go,” he shouted, as she came back into the room. He pulled himself up off of Cadence’s plush sofa, offering my mom his hand. As they headed toward the door, I took a deep breath and followed along.

      “How do you lock it?” Mom asked, looking at the knob.

      “Her IAC will lock it automatically when we leave I’m sure,” I mumbled, and my mom looked at me like she was surprised I knew anything at all. Seemed like common sense to me.

      There were buttons on the elevator, at least, so we were able to navigate even without “eye computers.” I tried to think about what it would be like to have one of those on our way downstairs so I could try not to concentrate on the fact that we were headed to Elliott’s funeral.

      The man who had brought our luggage up was in the lobby when we got there. He gave us each a sympathetic smile, and I wondered if he knew Elliott. I bet he did. He shouldn’t have to work. He should be allowed to go to the memorial. But then, maybe he didn’t want to. Maybe like Grandma he’d had enough death.

      The sun was shining and a few birds were chirping, and I couldn’t help but think it all seemed wrong to me. The weather should match my mood—dark and gloomy—like in the movies. But then, Elliott wouldn’t want that. I needed to remember that the last thing he would have asked for was all of us moping around like a bunch of sad Eeyores. I breathed the fresh air into my lungs and kept one foot moving in front of the other, hopeful that I could find a way to put my head down and get through this without breaking again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The chapel was a quaint little building set off to one end of the complex, a bit of a walk but not too far. There were flowers everywhere on the outside in shades of pink and purple, yellow and white. A weeping willow on either side of a winding path seemed inviting, and the building itself reminded me of a cottage out of a fairy tale. It was nice.

      “Your grandmother designed this building,” Dad whispered as we followed other people up the cobblestone sidewalk. “After Grandpa died, she decided it would be nice to have a little place to remember those who gave everything for the cause.”

      The way my dad said that reminded me of the type of phrases people say on Veteran’s Day, or maybe if they were fighting against the Empire. I thought, in a way, this was a sort of a war. I hadn’t really considered it that way before.

      Next to the door was a little placard that read, “Jordan L. Findley Memorial Chapel.” I thought that was sweet but wished I’d had any idea my grandpa was such an important person.

      Breathing was growing more difficult as we stepped inside and a man I hadn’t met yet with red hair handed us a funeral program. I took it but didn’t look at it, not right away. Seeing Elliott’s name on there would make things too real for me. I was trying to pretend this was a dream.

      The stage had a few flowers and a large picture of Elliott, the ridiculous one he’d shown me from his CDC badge. I almost laughed, and I thought that was probably the point. Elliott definitely wouldn’t want us to be sad, I knew that. Still, giggling seemed inappropriate. When my eyes shifted across the stage a bit and I saw the urn, all sense of merriment was swept away.

      I saw my sister and Aaron at the front. She turned and waved at us, but she didn’t come over, and I couldn’t blame her. It seemed like a lot of people wanted her attention right now. My dad found us seats in the back third on the side behind Cadence, who I figured would be sitting on the front row once she took her seat, since she was speaking, and I concentrated on air in, air out.

      We hadn’t been sitting long when Jamie came over and shook our hands. He had changed at some point, too, and looked very nice in a three piece suit. The doctor exchanged greetings with my parents and they remarked about how lovely everything was, and then he looked me in the eye and asked, “Are you okay, Cassidy?”

      I appreciated the asking and managed to nod. He seemed like a genuinely caring person, and in the back of my mind, I thought about my plan to try to infiltrate him—I mean form a friendship with him.
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