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      “What did you say?” Graham asked, slowly stepping into the doorway. “What was Chell?”

      Rachael swallowed. Hard. “The… vampire. There was a vampire hiding in the closet behind where Jared’s standing. She ran through that window over there.” Rachael pointed at the shattered glass. “I got a good look at her. I know it sounds crazy. But it was her. I’m positive.”

      “It must’ve just been someone that looked like her,” Jared offered with a shrug. He set his hands on his hips. “I didn’t get a good look at her. She did have the same color of hair, shape, and build… but there’s no way that it could possibly have been Chell.”

      “I know what I saw,” Rachael insisted, stepping into the dark kitchen. “Nothing is impossible at this point, is it? Maybe it’s not your Chell. Maybe it’s Chell from another world. All I know is what I saw. That vampire that ran through that window was Chell Knight. I’m positive.”

      Graham ran a hand through his hair and uttered a curse word, looking from Rachael to the broken window and then back again. “I knew we should’ve put a camera on you.”

      “Any chance Jared’s camera picked her up?” Tripp asked, standing on the other side of Graham.

      “We can definitely check and see. Are there any other vampires in here or was that it?” Graham asked.

      “I don’t see anymore.” Jared checked all of the cabinets, even the tiny ones, and Rachael wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic or serious.

      “All right. Let’s head back,” Graham suggested, and they all headed to the vehicle. 

      Rachael took her time, staring off into the night, wondering where the vampire had disappeared to. While she was sure it had been Chell, it didn’t make any sense. Whoever it was, she was still out there and a danger to the community. Why would Chell be in that house, even if she was a vampire? Did she know the man they’d taken out, or had it been a coincidence?

      On the way back to the academy, Rachael sat in the back next to Jared. He was looking at his own footage. It wasn’t any help at all. While it was possible to make out the form of the woman running across the dark room to the window, it didn’t show her face or any identifiable characteristics. It was even hard to tell what color her hair was, she was moving so quickly.

      “This isn’t going to help,” Jared said, shoving his phone back into his pocket.

      “Damn,” Graham muttered, but it seemed to Rachael as if he didn’t really mean it. She couldn’t blame him for not wanting to see his fiancée in vampire form, especially after all the years they’d spent hunting and killing the undead together.

      “It just doesn’t make any sense,” Ty said. He had no reason to go out of his way to be polite to Rachael to spare her feelings and every reason to be blunt. “If it was even possible that Chell could be a vampire, there’s no reason why she’d be at that location.”

      “I know it doesn’t make any sense,” Rachael replied. “But then… nothing in my life makes sense right now.”

      “We can check for surveillance cameras in the area and see if there's any helpful footage,” Graham said, and Rachael took that to mean that was the end of the discussion. 

      Rachael stared out the window for the rest of the ride, wishing she hadn’t said anything at all. If it was Chell, it would’ve been best for someone else to make that discovery. If it wasn’t, she had just upset Graham and everyone else for no reason--and she sounded crazy again. She’d sort of gotten used to sounding like a crazy person, but she didn’t like it any more now than she had when she’d first taken on that characteristic.

      Back at the academy, she followed the others into the building, thinking Graham would probably make an excuse as to why he couldn’t stay with her that night. If it were her, Rachael would want to be alone. She’d probably want to drink herself into oblivion and look at old pictures of herself and her loved one until she passed out.

      He let the others go ahead of them, waiting for her near the door, and Rachael braced herself for his excuse. Jared told them goodnight, and she waved, but then, Graham took hold of her hand. “I’m sorry I’ve been so quiet.”

      “No, it’s okay. I don’t blame you. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have blurted that out. I was just… shocked.”

      He managed a smile and brushed her hair back. “I don’t know if you saw Chell or not, but I believe you believe you did. So… either that was her, or Sasha or someone else is playing tricks on you.”

      Rachael raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t considered that was possible, but then, she’d said herself that anything was possible. 

      Graham put his hands around her waist and pulled her closer. “Rachael, I hope you know how much I care about you. I love you, I really do, and I want to be with you. I’m sorry everything is so screwed up right now. Being a vampire hunter means nothing is ever normal, but this is about as fucked up as I can ever remember my life being.”

      “You’re telling me,” she smirked, shaking her head.

      With a chuckle, Graham let go with one hand to cup her face. “The idea that Chell might’ve somehow returned makes me question everything. I know she died. I know she didn’t come back as a vampire. I know she’s gone. It just… isn’t possible. Unless she came from another world. But that’s all such a mess, and none of us knows how it works. It’s hard to imagine that’s possible either.”

      “It is. Trust me.” Rachael wasn’t sure how alternate realities worked, but she knew she’d come from one.

      He nodded. “To think she might’ve been living as a vampire for years in another world is something I can’t allow myself to think about.” A pained expression took over his face as he looked down at the ground.

      “I understand.” Rachael could imagine how awful that must be. She leaned up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Graham. I truly hope I was wrong.”

      Turning his face, he looked her in the eyes, his nose rubbing against hers. Without another word, he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers, and Rachael welcomed him, running her hand up to the back of his head and pulling him in tighter. 

      He released her lips and leaned back slightly, putting some space between them so they could both breathe. “I may be unsure about everything else in the world right now, Rachael, but I’m not unsure about you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” Rachael laced her fingers around his neck and pulled him in again, smothering his mouth with hers and letting the chaos slip away, at least for the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            LET’S PRETEND THAT DIDN’T HAPPEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      *Rachael*

      

      No one wanted to talk about what she’d seen, so Rachael decided to let it go. She still had a lot of work to do, even if she had been fully added to the team and wasn’t required to do any extra training. She still went to classes with her classmates, still went to workouts on her own afterward, and still did her best to figure out what the hell was going on.

      Jared kept the book she and Graham had found for weeks. Even after Rachael started asking him for it on a daily basis. She wanted it back so she could read it for herself. He’d already told her there were a few interesting tidbits in there but nothing new that he thought would help them solve any of their current problems. She didn’t buy it. In the meantime, she started taking notes about the state of the world, with dates of when people mentioned certain bits of information to her. If it were possible to keep those from changing along with everything else, maybe the next time there was a shocker like there had been about Chell and Sasha’s background, she’d have something notated that showed things hadn’t always been that way.

      The fall semester was nearly halfway over by the time Jared gave her the book back. The weather was changing, and it was turning into vampire season, a phrase Rachael had coined in her book that everyone around the academy used. She’d tried to explain that fall was the best time for them to be out and about because of their aversion to the sun and their disdain for cold weather. She’d sort of had Chell explain it to a new student at the time, and now it seemed sort of silly. But basically, this was the time of year when vampires were most active.

      She’d gone on a few hunts recently, but so far nothing had happened to catch her attention since the night she’d seen Chell--or thought she’d seen Chell, anyway. The longer she went without seeing her again, the more she began thinking it was possible she really had been mistaken. Maybe whoever she’d seen just looked similar to Chell and it wasn’t really her. Or maybe she was truly crazy this time. Or maybe it was Chell and everyone else was wrong.

      Unless and until she saw her again, it wouldn’t matter.

      “I’m so jealous that you get to go on so many hunts,” Jazz said one October evening as Rachael was getting ready to head out to the garage to the SUV. “We don’t even get to start going on our training hunts until the spring.”

      “I know. I wish you could go, too,” Rachael admitted. Wearing her black leather was much more comfortable now than it had been during the heat of the summer. 

      “Is it as fun as we all think it is?”

      “Usually.” Rachael sat down on the edge of her bed and pushed her feet into her boots. “The one tonight should be pretty routine. Just an old woman vampire who’s been terrorizing some children.”

      “Like in a creepy old house?” Jazz’s face lit up. Rachael recognized that feeling. She’d often felt that way before she’d been allowed to go.

      “I think so. A lot of the houses we go to are pretty creepy.” There’d been a few that weren’t, like the house where she thought she'd seen Chell. 

      “Well, it’s really cool that you get to go. And it’s really cool that you can explode vampires’ heads, too.”

      Rachael smiled at her, standing and making sure the holster around her waist was secured. “You’ll be out there before you know it.”

      “Maybe.” Jazz shrugged. She looked so dejected, Rachael couldn’t help but feel bad for her.

      A knock on her door brought her out of her head before she could say more to Jazz about getting her day. She headed over to open it and was surprised to see Jared standing there with her dad’s book in his hands. “Hi. I wanted to give you this before we leave. I don’t think there are any answers in there, but maybe you’ll see something I didn’t.”

      “That’s really disappointing,” she said, taking it from him. “With all of the promise of answering questions, doesn’t there have to be something?”

      He shrugged. “It’s all cryptic, like my grandfather’s book. But… like I said, maybe something will stand out to you that I missed.”

      Jazz was at the door now. “What is it?”

      “Oh, shit. I didn’t know you weren’t alone.” Jared ran a hand through his hair.

      “It’s okay,” Rachael said with a shrug. “Here.” She handed the book to Jazz. “You wanna help? See if any of this makes sense.”

      Jazz knew next to nothing about the situation Rachael had gotten herself into by causing the two worlds to collide--or whatever it was she’d done. But she was smart. Jared was protesting as Jazz took the book and headed to the couch, reading the title aloud and then looking questioningly at Rachael.

      “Just don't take it out of this room, and don’t let anyone else see it, not even Rex, okay?” Rachael hoped that would go far enough to make Jared stop stammering.

      “Okay,” Jazz said, her forehead crinkled with interest as she looked through the first few pages.

      “You ready to go?” Rachael asked Jared.

      He nodded, and she said goodbye to Jazz before they walked out. “Are you sure about that?” Jared asked her. “She doesn’t really need to know about… all that.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Rachael assured him. She knew Jazz well enough by now to understand that she could be trusted. “Besides, maybe not knowing anything will help her understand better than we can.”

      “I guess,” he said, but she could tell he was still feeling cross about the whole thing.

      Rachael patted him on the arm and headed down the stairs. “What could possibly go wrong?” she asked with an exaggerated shrug, fully knowing she sounded like she was in a sitcom.

      “What indeed,” Jared replied, shaking his head.

      Rachael laughed, but she prayed he wasn’t right. Surely, giving the book to Jazz couldn’t cause problems could it? With any luck, she’d be the one to figure out what had happened so they could finally understand how to fix it.
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      Jazz had asked if it was a haunted house, and by the looks of it, the place certainly could’ve been. Unlike some of the other dilapidated structures Rachael had hunted in recently, this one wasn’t falling over. It was just built in a gothic revival style, which made it look sinister even without a streak of lightning across the background.

      “You okay?” Graham asked, resting his hand on her arm.

      “Never better.” She blew out a hot breath and proceeded up the walkway to the front porch.

      She’d be going in the front with Graham. It had become routine in the last few months. In this case, it should be simple enough. They were only after one vampire after all. Not that there hadn’t been more than a few cases where they were expecting one bloodsucker and had gotten several more.

      “The forest behind the house is pretty thick,” Jared said in their ears. “It backs up to a greenbelt. We’d better be careful not to lose him in there.”

      “Got it,” Graham answered for all of them. Rachael doubted that would be a problem. This would be over so quickly, it was practically over now before it even started.

      Graham opened the front door and went in first, like he always did, in an attempt to protect her should there be any vampires waiting for them. There wasn’t--just a wide staircase and a dark parlor.

      “Movement toward the back of the house!” Ty said frantically in their ears.

      “Coming my way?” Jared asked about two seconds before the soft sound of gunfire through the silencers from the back of the house let them know the answer before anyone could speak.

      “Did you get him?” Graham asked as he flew through the house to the back, Rachael on his tail.

      “Nope.” Jared’s voice was weak over the radio, and Rachael picked up speed, afraid that meant he was injured.

      They found him lying on his back on the kitchen floor, his arm spraying blood all over the walls.

      “Oh, my God!” Rachael said, moving to his side. Graham produced a tourniquet he’d been carrying just in case, as this was not his first experience with someone spraying blood.

      “Marcy, get down here and see if you can help Jared,” Graham said as he twisted the tourniquet into place. Marcy likely had some medication that would help him. 

      “Our vamp is disappearing into the woods,” she said, her voice echoing down the hall as she came closer.

      “I’m on him,” Tripp answered through the earpiece.

      Rachael was torn between giving chase with Tripp and staying there with Jared. She knew Graham was leaving or else he wouldn't have called for Marcy.

      “You okay?” Graham asked Jared.

      “Never better.” Jared rolled his eyes and sank back onto the floor. Rachael laughed despite the circumstances since she’d just had the exact same conversation with Graham herself.

      “I’m going,” Graham said to her. Rachael nodded. She wasn’t.

      “Be careful,” Macy advised him as she gave some sort of liquid out of a flask to Jared. It should help with the pain, Rachael thought, maybe even start healing up any broken blood vessels. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but it didn’t seem as if it was too deep of a wound. It certainly helped that Jared was wearing leather.

      “You should go, Rach,” Jared said as she crouched down next to him.

      “I think they can handle it.” She glanced out the back door, which was still open, and saw four forms moving quickly toward the trees.

      “You can handle it better. He caught me off-guard,” he explained. “He’s fast.”

      “I’m sure the four of them will be all right.” Rachael did have a bad feeling about this one, though, and it didn’t revolve around the vampire who’d torn out of the house either. She felt as if this guy was just the bait, and whatever he was taking them to was the real problem.

      “What the hell is that?” she heard Tripp say over her earpiece.

      “These fucking blue lights are everywhere,” Sammi said. “Has anyone ever seen anything like this before?”

      Rachael looked out the back door and slowly stood up as the discussion continued. She wasn’t listening, though. She was looking at a forest slowly filling up with glowing blue lights, like a thousand wisps had just arrived in the outskirts of Baltimore. It was both beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

      “What in the world?” Marcy muttered, now standing over her shoulder.

      “I don’t know,” Rachael admitted. “But I don’t like it.”

      “Go, Rach,” Jared insisted. She turned to look at him. He was getting more color back in his face, and he was able to sit up now, too.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, looking at him over her shoulder, as if her mind was already made up.

      “Yeah, go.”

      “I’ll stay with him,” Marcy offered, placing her hand on Rachael’s shoulder in support.

      With a deep breath and a nod, Rachael started walking--out the door, down the steps, across the yard, to the edge of a forest quickly filling with white fog, blue lights, and potentially deadly bloodsuckers, the likes of which she’d never seen.
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      A thick fog rolled between the trees as Rachael approached the outskirts of the woods. When the mist touched her skin, she instantly recoiled. It was cold, wet, almost as if it was made of ice but moved like a cloud. Her teammates were in there, so not stepping through wasn’t an option.

      Ignoring the temperature and the fact that she was rapidly beginning to get the chills, Rachael continued to walk. The trees looked unfriendly--scraggly, with thin twigs and branches that seemed to reach for her like fingers. The bark on every tree was dark, with patches of gray that almost seemed to ooze from the gnarled, twisted trunks. Something told Rachael if she’d seen these trees a few hours earlier, during the daylight, she would’ve seen something far different than what she was witnessing now.

      The blue lights continued to twinkle in the distance, multiplying, moving about. From here, they didn’t look like wisps, though. Like electric pulses, lights floating around a disco dance floor, the blue flickers lit up the woods before her. The further she walked, the deeper the forest seemed to become.

      Perhaps most troubling of all, she couldn’t see or hear any of her teammates. “Graham?” she whispered, praying he would pick it up on his earpiece. “Can you hear me?”

      All was still and silent.

      Rachael continued on, her pace slow, her weapon before her. How was she supposed to catch up to a vampire while she was wading through a storm of fog and trees that were attempting to rip her hair out and scratch her face?

      She soldiered on, listening intently for anyone or anything. She couldn’t even hear Jared or Marcy anymore, which truly worried her. She tried calling their names and heard nothing.

      Ahead of her, the blue lights seemed to stop moving away. It seemed like she’d reach them soon enough if she kept walking at the same pace she was currently traveling. She made another attempt to reach her teammates. “Graham? Tripp? Can you hear me?”

      Nothing.

      The lights were larger than she thought, but when she was within an arm’s reach of them, she was hesitant to put her hand out and touch one for fear it would either burn or electrocute her. But she had to satisfy her curiosity.

      Carefully, Rachael reached with one finger and tapped one of the lights. Her finger went right through, as if there was nothing there. Perhaps there wasn't. She looked behind her to see if she could figure out where they were originating from, but it was impossible to tell.

      She also noted she couldn’t see the house anymore either. There appeared to be nothing behind her but trees and nothing in front of her except the blue lights and more forest.

      “Okay. I give up. Who’s out here? What do you want?”

      She didn't expect an answer. She might’ve been better off if one hadn’t come. When she heard a voice from between the trees, she jumped. “Those are not easy questions to answer.”

      The voice was male, possibly middle-aged, but she couldn’t see a person yet. She squinted in the direction from which it had come, but in the fog and the dim light, save the blue sparkles, she got nowhere. “Who’s there?” She didn’t think it was a teammate. Perhaps it was the vampire. She considered putting her gun away so she could ready her hands to do some exploding.

      “You don’t know?” he asked. “That’s disappointing.”

      She saw him then, stepping between the trees, maybe half a football field away. “Why would I know who you are?”

      “I certainly know who you are, Rachael. It’s been too long, but I know exactly who you are. It’s too bad you have yet to figure out exactly who you are for yourself.”

      His words were puzzling, almost like a riddle. He continued to walk closer. “Are you making these lights?”

      “No.”

      “Who is?”

      “You are.”

      “I am?” Rachael almost laughed. “No, I’m definitely not making them.”

      “Oh, but you are, Rachael.”

      She shook her head. “And I suppose I’m making the fog, too?”

      “Not exactly. That always happens when one calls the lights.”

      “I didn’t call the lights. Where’s my team?”

      “Here and there.”

      “Are they all right?”

      “Can’t say.”

      “Did you harm any of them?” He was about fifteen feet away now.

      “No, I didn’t. I hope nothing did. But I haven’t seen them.”

      “Then how do you know they’re here and there?”

      “Oh, Rachael. You’ve always asked so many questions. It’s so good to see you again.”

      Then, she realized who she was talking to. His was a face she hadn’t seen in so long, it was like a memory drudged from the depth of the seas. Yet, he looked exactly the same as she remembered. “How did you…?”

      He didn’t answer her, only spread his arms wide and wrapped them around her. “It’s so good to finally see you… my daughter.”
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      The sound of those words leaving the mouth of a stranger had Rachael holding her breath. She’d known who he was the moment he stepped through the fog, but to be face to face with him now, her father, the man she’d assumed had walked out on her and her mother all those years ago, was overwhelming. “Where have you been?” she asked, trying to keep her tone even. There was no point in accusing him of anything when there was a possibility he’d been gone this whole time for reasons he could not control.

      “It doesn’t matter where I’ve been. It only matters where you’ve been. Where you are. Where you’re going.”

      “It does matter where you’ve been,” she disagreed. “We thought you left us. Mom had no idea where you were off to. She assumed you’d just decided you didn’t want to have anything to do with us anymore. Were you stuck in another realm?”

      “I was. But now I’m free. Thanks to you.”

      “Me?” Rachael couldn’t believe that was true. “I haven’t done anything to try to free you.”

      “You’ve done a lot, Rachael. Most of it, you don’t even realize you’ve done. That’s part of the problem, though. You’re going to have to stop casting that magic of yours around all over the place. It’s going to get you into trouble.”

      Rachael ran her hand through her hair trying to figure out what he was getting at. “So I freed you? Did I change Sasha and Chell’s background, too? Did I somehow make Chell a vampire?”

      Billy took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and Rachael felt herself calming down as well, as if he’d cast a spell over her. The fog was still thick, but it didn’t come between them. The lights continued to twinkle, but kept their distance as well, as if nothing should interrupt this quality time between a man and his daughter who hadn’t seen each other for years.

      “I can answer all of those specific questions, but it will take some time, something I do not presently have. Rachael, you and I are scribes. We have the ability to hear and record tales from other realms and weave them into stories. This can be problematic, as you have discovered, when we take what we think is fiction and destroy actual lives with our words.”

      “So I did kill Chell,” Rachael muttered.

      “No. You described what happened to Chell--in one realm, in one possible reality of thousands. Then, when that reality was not to your liking, you summoned more realities. One of them is where we are trapped here now, as I was once trapped in another world through the words of another scribe. What you need to know, Rachael, is that there should be limitations on your writing. Never, ever write yourself into a story again. This is how worlds collide. Also, bear in mind it is easier to record without changing if a hundred years or more have passed.”

      “You mean I shouldn’t write about anyone who's still alive?”

      “Precisely.”

      “But how would I know that when I thought I’d created everyone I was writing about?”

      “It is best to use the caution of historical accounts, dear.”

      Rachael nodded--he was telling her not to write anything contemporary at all. “Is there any way I can fix what’s happened to Chell?”

      “No. You didn’t do that.”

      She blew out a hot breath of frustration. While it was reassuring to know that she hadn’t been responsible for Chell’s death, she’d hope she could fix it. “What about this vampire version of her? Can I help her?”

      “Alas, no. Whether in this world or her old one, she must be destroyed as all vampires must be.”

      “So… everything that’s been done cannot be changed. This world is destined to be full of vampires now.”

      “When two worlds collide, there is some of the old from each. They create a new world. Fragments of the two will combine and make a new reality. You cannot change what’s been done, but you can safeguard this world from any other collisions.”

      Rachael’s eyebrows arched. “How?”

      Billy let out a sigh. “It is in the book. I’m afraid I cannot tell you more at the moment. I must go.”

      “Go? But, you just got here.”

      “I know that, Rachael, but this is not my world. It never was. Now that you’ve brought two new realities together, I cannot stay here for long. As you see, the power from which I’ve come grows weak.”

      Rachael noticed the lights were not nearly as bright as they had been a few moments ago. “Where are you headed?” she asked, wishing there was a way he could stay.

      “I must continue on my quest, to find the origin of vampires and eliminate that origin. My duties take me elsewhere for now, but never doubt the strength and power that runs through your veins, Rachael. The Barnes family has always been powerful, since the dawn of our existence in a realm where magic is strong and vampires quake at the mention of our name. I will attempt to come back to you one day. Just remember my warning about your writing. Stay here, continue to fight evil, and you may well rid this realm of the dangers of night stalkers.”

      The fog rolled in between them again, and Billy began to back away. “But wait….” She could hardly see him through the thick clouds of gray. “Dad--wait!”

      Rachael hurried forward, hoping she could catch him before he disappeared for good. There were so many things she wanted to say to him, so many things she needed to know. 

      Unable to see, she staggered forward, tripping and falling forward. Her hands broke the fall, but her knee caught a gnarled root, and it gashed into her flesh. The pain was a stinging sensation that lingered even as she attempted to pull herself up. With her vision obscured, she didn’t realize how close she was to the trunk of a tree until her head rammed into it. Still calling for her dad, she closed her eyes, and the fog-covered forest rolled away.
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