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      People talk about not knowing themselves, like not being in touch with who they really are, but when I returned to Shenandoah that rainy Tuesday afternoon, I honestly felt like I was someone else completely, not the innocent young girl who’d left my home just a few days before, and despite everyone’s reassurances, I knew there was nothing that would ever make me who I’d been the last time I was home.

      My sister had been forced to call my parents while I was still out since I was supposed to be home in time for school the next day, and they were wondering where I was. Cadence tried to keep it all nonchalant, saying something had come up, and she wouldn’t be able to bring me home until a day later than expected. Apparently, my mom wasn’t very happy, but Cadence assured her Jamie, the doctor who worked as part of the LIGHTS team, would write me an excuse for school.

      And it probably wouldn’t be for just one day, I imagined, considering how awful I felt. Even as we were boarding the airplane, I needed help. I was glad Brandon was right beside me the whole time.

      Facing my parents wouldn’t be easy, but it would help that Christian, the tech person who also implants all of the Intelligence Assistance Communicators (IACs) in everyone’s eyes, had managed to make me a contact lens so that my Vampire eye would match my Hunter eye. It made looking in the mirror a little more bearable, but I still knew the truth, that under that thin piece of plastic, my eye was gray, that I was tarnished, and that nothing like me had ever existed before. No one had any idea what I was capable of, not even me.

      The plane touched down briefly at the little airport in my hometown so that Cadence, her fiancé, Aaron, and I could all get off, and then the rest of the team would continue on to Kansas City, which meant I had to tell Brandon goodbye. It was more difficult than I had imagined, especially since he’d taken my recommendation that we just be friends for now in stride. He’d never left me, not since I first came up with this stupid scheme to take the train to Philadelphia. Even when Zabrina, the Vampire who’d kidnapped me, was about to sink her teeth into me, Brandon had fought for me. He’d shielded my body from bullets and held my hand while Jamie saved my life. He’d definitely become more of a friend to me in the last seventy-two hours than most of the people I’d ever had in my entire life.

      He followed me off of the plane so we could talk for a minute before he had to leave. Having just Transformed into a Guardian himself, I was certain there were still lots of questions about his own future floating around in his mind, especially since I’d just gotten him put on probation for coming with me on that train. He never said a negative word about it to me, though, and I appreciated that. If he said this was all my fault, he’d be right, but he insisted he’d made his own decision.

      “So…” I said, staring up at him as my sister and Aaron went to get the SUV the team kept at the airport, “I guess this is goodbye. For now.”

      “Nah, it’s see you later,” Brandon insisted, smiling at me. “It’ll never be goodbye, if you ask me. You’re stuck with me for the next couple hundred years, girl.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle at his attempt to lighten my mood. I’d lost so many people recently, the fact that he was almost indestructible was comforting, and I tried not to think about the fact that his dad should’ve been just as difficult to kill, but we all knew what had happened to him. “All right, then. Not goodbye, but see you later. That works for me.”

      “I have your number and will text you often, possibly too often.” His hands were on the outsides of my arms, and I realized the protective feel of him touching me would be gone soon. It was something I’d grown used to recently, and I wasn’t eager to be exposed to the world again.

      “You can text me any time, but if my mom takes away my phone, you’ll have to email me or use one of my social media accounts. I doubt she’ll take away my computer since I have school work.”

      “Right. Good luck with that.” His smile turned grim, and my stomach flipped over. Facing my parents would be almost as difficult as facing Zabrina had been. “Well, it looks like your sister’s ready to go.”

      I turned to see Cadence and Aaron in the SUV waiting for me. Aaron had taken my bag, so I was standing in front of Brandon empty handed, wondering when I might see him again. I went up on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around him, and Brandon held me close for longer than he probably should have considering I’d told him I wasn’t ready for whatever he was thinking about yet. He kissed the top of my head, and I found a way to slide out of his grasp.

      “See you soon,” he said as I walked backward toward the waiting SUV.

      “See you,” I nodded.

      Jamie was standing at the top of the stairs, and I waved at him, thinking of how lucky I was he was able to save my life, and then I glanced once more at Brandon before turning around and hurrying to the car. There was no use in prolonging things, and even though I’d tried to rip him off like a Band-Aid, the sting was still there.

      “You okay?” my sister asked as I fastened my seatbelt.

      “I’ll be okay,” I assured her. “Unless Mom and Dad kill me.”

      “Just let me handle it,” Cadence said, exhaling, and I knew she was just as nervous as I was. It wasn’t that we really thought they’d try to physically harm us, even if they could; it was the fact that they would be so disappointed.

      “Actually, I want to tell them myself,” I said, leaning forward in my seat. I noticed Aaron wasn’t driving like a maniac now, and I wondered if it was because he was also not in a hurry to face Liz and Eli.

      Cadence turned her head and raised her eyebrows at me. “Say what?”

      “I need to take responsibility for what I did,” I replied, sighing. “If Mom and Dad think this is all your fault, then I won’t be able to do that.”

      She glanced at Aaron, who was definitely staying out of his one, and then turned back to me. “If you’re sure….”

      “I’m sure.”

      We made the rest of the trip in relative silence, though I did notice when the airplane we’d just vacated flew overhead. I also felt bad that my sister would be forced to ride back to KC in a car now since she didn’t want to make the rest of the team wait on her and Aaron. She’d already be back at headquarters planning how to get Gibbon if it wasn’t for me. Maybe they would’ve even been able to get Gibbon if they hadn’t all been worried about me. Jamie got pulled off of that hunt to save my sorry booty. He might’ve gotten the serial killer turned Vampire singlehandedly if he’d been there.

      Instead, he was administering the Transformation serum a full year too early to someone who’d gotten herself scratched by a Vampire because she couldn’t stay where she was supposed to. And that would be me.

      Aaron pulled into the driveway, and I took a few deep breaths while they waited on me. Before I even finished climbing out of the vehicle, I saw my parents standing at the door. Normally, my dad wouldn’t be home from work yet. But he was here.

      My mom greeted and hugged each of us, as did my dad, except he shook Aaron’s hand, and we all moved into the living room. Obviously, my parents knew something was up, but I think they were relieved to see we were all alive. My parents sat in their chairs, my sister and Aaron on the couch, and I lowered myself into the chair across from my mom.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, looking at each of our faces. “You kids are scaring me.”

      Cadence looked at me, and I wished Brandon—or someone—was here to hold my hand the way she was grasping Aaron’s. But I was on my own. And I’d asked for this. I knew I could back out, and Cadence would tell them, but this really was something I needed to do. I cleared my throat.

      “Mom, Dad, I did something really stupid,” I began, drawing both of their attention to me. They were staring at me intently, puzzled, and even though I’d rehearsed what I was planning to say dozens of times, none of it came out the way that I intended it to. “I wanted to be involved so badly that I invited myself on the hunt to Philadelphia.”

      “You did what?” Mom asked, her forehead crinkled.

      “I took a train to Philly, thinking once I got there, Cadence would have to let me go on the hunt.”

      “Cassidy Elizabeth!” my mom blurted, looking at my dad who looked dumbfounded. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that is? You could’ve been killed! And not by a Vampire either. There are bad people in this world as well, you know? Oh, my goodness!”

      “I know, Mom, I know,” I said, thinking she was on the verge of a heart attack. “It was stupid and reckless. I know that now. I don’t know if it makes you feel any better, it won’t by the time I’m done, but I wasn’t alone. I took a Guardian with me. Still… you’re right. Because… something did happen.” I looked from my parents to Cadence and Aaron and then back to my mom. “Something pretty bad happened.”

      I assumed they were both imagining the worst, but I didn’t know how to tell them. I hadn’t told anyone yet, hadn’t found a way to formulate the words, hadn’t probably even admitted it fully to myself. My dad quietly asked, “What is it, honey?”

      Looking at his face, I could tell that there was nothing I could say that would prevent my daddy from loving me. That he might be disappointed in my choices or angry that I’d done something so idiotic, but that he would recognize how difficult this was for me, that the consequences far outweighed the crime, and when I looked at my mom, who had tears in her eyes, I saw the same expression there.

      I couldn’t hold back my own tears. They began to roll down my face like raindrops from a spring storm, large and bouncy and relentless. Cadence stood and handed me a tissue, and I thanked her before I turned back and quietly said to my parents. “I got scratched… by a Vampire.” I let that sink in for a moment. They were confused; I knew they wanted to know what that meant the same as I did. I took a deep breath and found a way to soldier on. “I was beginning to Resurrect—to change into one—but Jamie was able to administer the Transformation serum in time. So… I’m not a Vampire. Not exactly. I’m… some sort of a Hybrid.”

      My mother’s face said it all. She looked at my father and then back to me, and then burst into tears, which caused me to start sobbing as well. My sister seemed torn between who to comfort, and while my dad managed to keep it together, he looked distraught himself. After a moment, he went to my mom and wrapped his arms around her, and then Cadence came to me and tilted my head against her shoulder.

      I tried to remind myself of what could’ve happened, of how lucky I was to not be dead, to not be a full-fledged Vampire, to not have been kidnapped. I tried to remember that Cadence was also taken against her will, though she’d traded herself for me, and that she’d been able to get out of the situation as well. Things could’ve been a lot worse. But my parents didn’t know all of that. All they knew was that their sweet child, the one who’d never so much as skipped a class at school, had taken a train to Philly and gotten herself in a very bad situation.

      After several minutes of crying, we all managed to bring ourselves back under control, but then my mom came and hugged my sister and me, followed by my dad, and the water works were on again. I wondered how awkward Aaron must feel, sitting there, watching this, but I figured he’d had to have been in other uncomfortable situations in the last hundred and seventy years.

      My breathing returned to normal eventually, and the tears dried up. My mom was still wiping at her eyes as she made it back to her chair, and my dad patted her on the arm before he sat back down. Cadence stayed with me, sitting on the armrest.

      “Well, Cass,” my mom said slowly, “can you tell us what happened, or is it still too painful?”

      I knew the moment I opened my mouth again, I’d break into another fit of sobbing. Cadence squeezed my arm, like she wanted me to wait, and I instinctively knew what she was getting at.

      Aaron’s calm voice filled our living room, and while I felt bad that he was the one who had to relay this information when he was the least to blame, I was thankful someone who wasn’t overly emotional was recounting the tale. “We got word late Saturday night that Steven Gibbon, the Jogging Path Killer, had been kidnapped from the hospital in Philadelphia where he was recovering from his gunshot wounds. We had intelligence that let us know that Giovani, the same Vampire that had been with Jack when he went on the killing spree in Cabo, was planning to turn Gibbon to use him against Cadence, so our team flew to Philly Sunday morning, hoping to locate Gibbon.”

      My parents nodded, letting him know they were following along. “We had asked Brandon, a new Guardian who hasn’t completed his training yet, to drive Cassidy home, and he agreed to do that. But… instead, they took a train to Philly.”

      My mom turned and looked at me, and I wanted to sink into the chair. I knew there’d be more questions about Brandon later, and while I’d hoped to keep his name out of it, I couldn’t blame Aaron from mentioning him.

      “Neither of them had their phones on. We knew they’d left headquarters but had no way of knowing where they’d gone,” Aaron continued.

      “If I’d really thought she was in any danger, I would’ve sent someone to track her down or something,” Cadence added. “I just assumed they were doing typical teenager things—like watching movies or visiting an arcade.”

      “Anyway… we found out later that Giovani had actually been planning to kidnap Cassidy all along in hopes that he could use her to trade for Cadence. He’d had an associate tailing her in KC, maybe here, and he got on that train as well. He showed up at the train terminal as soon as they got off the train.”

      “But Zabrina got me in the bathroom.” I figured Brandon had probably told Aaron and Cadence that at some point, but I wanted my parents to know how it had happened. “I left Brandon to go to the bathroom, and when I came out of the stall, Giovani’s girlfriend was there. I fought her, trying to get away, and that’s when she scratched me.” Memories of how I’d felt at that moment, when I’d realized it was too late, and there was no going back, made me sick to my stomach. “She dragged me out the door, and Brandon fought off the creepy guy from the train, but Zabrina managed to get me to where Giovani was waiting.”

      “As soon as we got there, I traded her places,” Cadence spoke up, stroking my hair. “Cass tried to tell me it was too late, that she’d been scratched, but I couldn’t let them take her. So I went with them instead.”

      “There was a bit of a battle there on the pedestrian bridge at the train station.” Aaron picked up where Cadence left off. “And I went to track down the helicopter Giovani had managed to get Cadence into while Jamie tended to Cass.”

      “How did he get you in a helicopter?” my mom asked.

      Cadence and Aaron exchanged glances, and my sister said, “You probably don’t want to know.”

      “I do,” my mom insisted.

      Exhaling loudly, like she didn’t want to think about it either, she said, “He bound my wrists with wire and dropped a hook through the glass ceiling.”

      “What?” I’ve never seen my dad so shocked, ever. Not even when I told him I was half-Vampire.

      “Yep. Like a fish. Reeled me right out.” I could only imagine how terrified Cadence must’ve been when she realized what was happening to her.

      “So, obviously you were able to save Cadence,” my mom said to Aaron.

      “No, she was able to save herself,” he corrected. “By the time we got there, Giovani and Zabrina were dead, and Gibbon was gone.”

      “He ran away as soon as he got the chance.” Cadence gave my mom a reassuring smile, and I assumed my sister wouldn’t be telling our parents about the cage match that had left her nearly dead.

      “Jamie thought the only way he could save me was by giving me the Transformation serum,” I said quietly. “And it worked—I didn’t turn into a Vampire, not completely anyway. And I didn’t die.” I hoped they’d be able to look on the bright side. I could be dead.

      “Jamie is a godsend,” my mom said. “And the serum took? You are a Hunter then?”

      “I’m not sure what I am,” I repeated. Maybe my mom thought everything I’d said at first was just for dramatics. “I’m wearing a colored contact, Mom. My right eye is… gray.” She gasped, and then I knew she no longer thought maybe I was just being a teenage drama queen. “Jamie says I have fangs, and even though I haven’t felt them drop down or anything, I think he’s right.” I ran my tongue across my teeth and gum line again.

      “But you don’t feel like you need… blood, do you?” my dad asked.

      “No, but I have an insatiable urge to drink tomato juice.” My parents didn’t find my attempt to lighten the mood very funny. “No, I don’t want to drink blood. Other than my eye and the fangs, I don’t feel like I’m Vampirish at all. But, I do feel stronger and faster, so I’m pretty sure my Hunter qualities are there.”

      “She’ll need to train—eventually—to know what she’s capable of,” my sister said, seeing my parents’ eyes grow large when they thought she was suggesting I train now.

      “Well, honey, I don’t know what to say,” my mother said with that parental inhale that only long time mothers can make. “I suppose you know how horribly dangerous this entire situation was. You’re right. You could be… dead…. We’re all very lucky neither one of you are hurt. We assume that Cadence will be in danger now. We don’t like it, but it’s part of her job. And we know she has capable people looking out for her.” She glanced at Aaron. “But you… you’re just a child.”

      This was not the time to point out that I didn’t think I was just a child anymore or that I also had someone who should’ve been capable looking out for me. None of that mattered. I put myself in a dangerous situation, and I got hurt. “I know, Mom. I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” Cadence said. “I should’ve done a better job of making sure she got home.”

      “Yes, you should have,” my dad agreed. “At least you could’ve given her a responsible Guardian.”

      “I thought I was,” Cadence muttered. “But you’re right. I should’ve made some better decisions.”

      “Me, too,” Aaron said. “Obviously, I’m ultimately responsible for everything that happens at headquarters, and I should’ve done a better job here as well.”

      My mother’s protests that this was not his fault were drowned out by my sister. “This is not your fault,” she said, turning to look at him. “I’m just as responsible for what happens there as you are now, and I should’ve made a better call.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said quietly, and once they’d all turned to look at me again, I said, “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is or what stupid things any of us did. It happened. Now, I just have to figure out how to live with it.”

      “That’s true,” my mom said, her voice almost a whisper. “We need to make sure nothing else happens, of course, nothing worse, but in the meantime, this will take some adjusting for all of us, but most particularly for you, sweetheart.”

      All I could do was nod. I had been a Hybrid for less than twenty-four hours, and I had no idea what to think of any of it.

      “You know, Cassidy, no matter what you are, no matter what you’ve done, your mother and I will always love you—unconditionally—don’t you, darling?”

      My dad’s voice broke on the last part, and I had to fight my tears again. “I know,” I whispered. “Would it be all right if I just went to my room now? You can tell me how long I’m grounded later.”

      My parents didn’t bother to answer. They just stood and wrapped their arms around me again, and then let me go. I turned to my sister and hugged her, thanking her again for everything she’d done to save me, and while I was a little surprised when Aaron also hugged me before I left the room, I also found it comforting to know he hadn’t completely written me off as a failure.

      Upstairs, I could hear their voices better than I could before I’d changed, but I didn’t linger on the stairs trying to hear. In fact, I closed my door on the noise, hoping to drown it out so that I didn’t have to think about what they might be discussing now. The familiarity of my room was comforting but also made my heart ache. Remembering what I had been a few days ago when Emma, Lucy, and I had discovered Giovani’s location and I’d begged my sister to take me with her to headquarters made me wish I’d made better choices.

      I fell back onto the bed and took my phone out. Lucy and Emma had both been texting me all day to see what was going on and why I wasn’t at school. I’d only told them I was okay and would chat later, but I knew now was not the time for all of that. I wasn’t planning on going to school the next day either. My body still ached a little bit, and I felt like there was no way I could make it through class pretending everything was normal.

      I knew Brandon was in the air and doubted he’d be able to send or receive texts under the circumstances, but I sent him one anyway while I still had my phone. It simply said, “Survived another close call. Parental units did not kill me. Will talk to you soon.” I shoved my phone under my pillow and closed my eyes, remembering only one of them was the same as it had been the last time I’d slept in this bed.
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      On Wednesday, I didn’t get out of bed until almost noon, and when I went downstairs, I discovered my sister had left a few minutes after I went to bed the afternoon before. She’d left me a note telling me she’d call me soon. I couldn’t blame her. She needed to get back to headquarters so they could figure out what to do about Gibbon, and I honestly didn’t want to talk to her anymore anyway. It would be hard to get past what we’d been through together. She’d keep blaming herself, and I’d keep feeling guilty for putting her in a position where she had to trade herself for me.

      My dad had gone to work like everything was normal, and his daughter wasn’t some freak. My mom was sitting at the kitchen table eating a sandwich and reading a magazine. When I walked in, she looked up and said, “Hi, honey,” and went back to what she was doing. I looked around the room, thinking there must be some sort of crew filming us or a special guest since she seemed so normal, but we were alone.

      “Hi,” I said, slowly making my way to the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water. I turned to look at her over my shoulder, and she just kept reading her Better Homes and Gardens.

      “I was thinking I’d make that chicken tater tot casserole for dinner tonight. Do you think that sounds good?”

      “Sure,” I replied as she smiled and looked back down at the article she was reading. “Mom, what’s going on?” I finally asked, not able to figure out how come she seemed so nonchalant on my own.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, turning to look at me.

      “I mean… I expected… something else.”

      “Well, I don’t know why,” she said, meeting my eyes. “What’s done is done, honey. There isn’t much we can do about it now. You seem fine. You feel fine, don’t you?”

      My muscles were still a little sore, but I felt pretty normal, except for faster and stronger. “I guess so,” I said.

      “Then, I don’t see the point in saying anything more, unless you want to talk about it. I’m more than happy to listen to you, honey, but unless and until you’re ready to chat, I’m perfectly fine not bringing it up at all. I am sure none of this has been easy on you.”

      I pulled out a chair and sat down next to her. “But Mom, I did some pretty terrible things, things that you have warned me not to do—like run away from home, essentially. You aren’t going to punish me?”

      Mom cleared her throat and rested her hand on top of mine. “Your father and I talked about it, and we decided what’s happened is consequence enough. I’m not sure we’ll be letting you go to visit your sister without us any time soon, but what good would taking your cell phone away do or grounding you? If anything, I think you need your friends more than ever now, Cass. I’m sure this can’t be easy.”

      Over the last few days I’d been thinking about how awesome my parents were and how I was awful for not appreciating them. The fact that my mother and father were being so cool about this was incredible. “Thank you, Mom.”

      She smiled at me. “Jamie wrote a note excusing you through today or until Monday if you’re not feeling better. You won’t be able to cheer at the football game Friday night if you don’t go back tomorrow, but that’s completely up to you.”

      “I think… I think I’ll try to go back tomorrow.” Originally, when I’d woken up, I thought I might never go back to school. Everyone there would seem so normal, and while I didn’t feel as odd as I had when I first woke up, things were definitely off. I had to concentrate some to look like I was moving at regular speed. My teeth felt fine, and I knew Christian’s contact would fool everyone, but occasionally, the idea that someone else was in my head presented itself. I wasn’t hearing the voices like I had when I’d first woken up, but it was still unsettling. Maybe getting back into a routine would make things seem like they had before.

      “Okay, honey. Whatever you’d like.” Mom smiled again and then looked at her magazine for a second before she said, “Now, about this boy….”

      I had been taking a drink and it caught in my throat. I sputtered for a second, and she asked if I was okay. After a few coughs, I nodded. “You mean Brandon?” I asked, thinking she could honestly be talking about just about anyone since she even called Aaron a young man most of the time, and he could’ve been her great-great-great-grandfather.

      “Yes. I don’t think you should spend much time with him, Cass, or be talking to him, for that matter. I don’t know much about him, but he seems like a bit of a troublemaker to me.”

      “What?” I asked, shocked. “Where did you get that idea?”

      “You sister said he’d just gone through the Transformation process and hadn’t completed his training. Yet, he was willing to sneak off with you. He disobeyed direct orders. Instead of bringing you home, he took you to the train station. It doesn’t seem like he has very good judgment to me.”

      “No, Mom, you don’t understand,” I began, trying to stay calm. “Brandon is responsible. He just… it was my fault. I talked him into it. He knew I was going to go whether he came along or not. And if I had gone by myself, Mom, I probably wouldn’t be here. He saved me. He called Aaron, and he chased Zabrina.”

      “Aaron already knew what was going on with Giovani by then, and Eliza was already at the train station. She would’ve gotten to you,” my mom countered. “What kind of a responsible person allows a young woman to run off to the train station at all? He could’ve stopped you. He could’ve called your sister. Or us.”

      “Okay, Mom, I guess he could’ve forcibly stopped me….”

      “I mean, I understand I shouldn’t be talking right now, but what kind of an upbringing does this Brandon have that he thought this type of behavior is okay? I wish I could sit down with his parents and have a nice little chat with them about the danger he let you get into.”

      “His parents?” I asked, sure I had confusion written all over my face. Apparently, no one had told me mom who Brandon’s parents are.

      “Yes. It seems to me that he must not have had a very good role model. I’d like to ask his father how he’d feel if it was his daughter running off with our son.”

      “Mom…”

      “Any sort of parent at all would be calling and apologizing. I’m sure Aaron or someone let his parents know what happened. They’d have to know by now wouldn’t they?”

      “No, Mom. I’m sure no one informed them.” My insides were melting. I felt awful for Brandon in so many respects right now. My parents had no idea how amazing he is, despite everything he’d had to overcome. She was still going on, but I’d heard enough. I put my hand on my mom’s arm. “Mom—Brandon’s mother is…” I didn’t know the right word, “not supportive. Maybe worse.” My mom stopped talking and looked at me. I didn’t know exactly what the situation was, but I wagered a guess at abusive, though I didn’t tell my mom that. “And his dad is—”

      She stared at me expectantly for a long while before she asked, “Is what, Cass?”

      I didn’t know how to finish that sentence. Dead? Absent? Had never even known Brandon existed? I said the only word I could get out. “Elliott.”

      My mom gasped and covered her mouth with her free hand. “Elliott? Elliott had a son?”

      “Elliott had a son,” I nodded.

      “But… I didn’t know Elliott had a son.”

      “Elliott didn’t know Elliott had a son.”

      I was getting a little tired of saying my deceased friend’s name. “Mom, I am sure that your impression of Brandon is less than stellar right now, but I can assure you, he’s a great guy. Once Zabrina took me, and he caught up, he never left my side again. The whole time I was on the ground, he’s the one that was protecting me. When Jamie was administering the serum—it hurt, and I was terrified—but Brandon was right there. And when I woke up in that hotel room, not knowing who or what I was, he was there, too. I don’t blame you for being angry at him. Or me. But… if you can find it in your heart to forgive me, please give him a chance to prove that he is a good friend for me, Mom. He’s a good person.”

      Mom was quiet for a second, and I thought I saw the shine of tears in her eyes. All she said was, “Okay.”

      And that was enough. I knew she wanted to be angry at someone, wanted to point her finger and say, “You did this to my daughter, to my family,” but the ones who were truly responsible for what I’d become were gone now, both turned to piles of ash at the hands of my sister. If she wanted to be angry at anyone, it should be me, but my mother had already proven she didn’t feel that way.

      “I think I’ll go upstairs and rest for a little while,” I said, standing and pushing in my chair.

      “Don’t you want some lunch?”

      I was actually famished but didn’t want to sit down there and explain things to her anymore. “Oh, uh….”

      My mother is smarter than I give her credit for. “Why don’t you head upstairs, and I’ll bring you a sandwich?”

      I nodded and walked back to my room, wondering why Cadence or Aaron hadn’t mentioned Brandon’s identity to mom so that I didn’t have to. Surely, it wasn’t a secret. I hoped I hadn’t just revealed something Mom wasn’t meant to know, but I didn’t see what difference it would make. It just would’ve been one less thing for her to be upset about if they’d told her the day before.

      Back in my room, I picked up my phone. My friends were in school right now, so I’d have to wait until after Lucy got done with cheerleading practice to call them. I wanted to check in with Cadence to see if they’d made any headway in finding Gibbon, but I figured it was better to leave that alone for a while. The fact that my parents didn’t want me visiting headquarters any time soon didn’t sit easily with me. I knew now, more than ever, I needed to be there. Those were the people that would come closest to understanding me, though I certainly felt like an outsider now more than I ever had before in my life.

      Mom brought me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a side of potato chips, along with a cold Dr. Pepper and a couple of chocolate chip cookies. She set them next to me on the nightstand, patted my arm, and left. I wondered how many times she’d thanked God that I was alive the last day or so. I’m sure she was up late last night thinking about all of the things that could’ve happened to me. That seems to be what mother’s do best.

      Once she was gone, I decided I desperately needed to talk to someone, and even though I had butterflies in my stomach, it seemed like there was really only one other person who could even slightly identify with how I was feeling. So I called Brandon, hoping he also was on a lunch break from training or they’d given him the day off. He didn’t answer, though, and I didn’t bother to leave a message. I decided to watch a sitcom on my laptop while I ate my sandwich and lose my thoughts in a mindless program instead of pondering everything that I’d brought upon myself through my impatience.

      My phone rang about an hour after I’d finished my sandwich and found myself binge watching The Office, which had kept my mind off of things quite nicely. I hit pause and fumbled for my phone, relieved to see it was Brandon. “Hello?” I said expectantly, hoping the word didn’t reek of desperation to speak to him.

      “Well, hello there, Miss Findley. How are you?”

      Instantly, a smile broke across my face. He was trying to sound all smooth and sophisticated, which is exactly what I needed. I’d had enough freaking out for one lifetime. “I’m okay. Pretty good, actually, all things considered. How are you?”

      “Well, I’ve been better,” he replied. “In fact… I’ve just had probably the third most uncomfortable experience in my life, counting watching you Resurrect-slash-Transform and actually doing it myself as numbers one and two.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, not sure if he was joking around or serious. Something told me he wouldn’t make light of things right now unless he thought he could make me laugh or something.

      “Uh, you remember how you said Christian was… different?”

      “I’m not sure that’s the word I used but okay. Sure.”

      “Let’s just say having my IAC put in might give me nightmares, and they will have nothing to do with the little computer chip in my eye.”

      I giggled. I couldn’t help it. “Sort of like going to the doctor for a checkup?”

      “If your doctor is a weirdo.”

      Still laughing, I asked, “What did he do? Or do I want to know?”

      “I mean, I guess it wasn’t anything too bad, but I was nervous already, what with some person I hardly know cutting into my eyeball. Your sister and Aaron were too busy to go with me, and I said that was fine, because I wanted it done before they changed their minds. So Jamie went along. He’s cool. I don’t mind him. But still, I was a little nervous. I don’t really know any of these people, but I would only call your sister and Aaron acquaintances at best at this point and everyone else are just…”

      “People you’ve met?”

      “Sure. So, I go in there, and Christian just won’t shut up about how much I look like Elliott. Just on and on. Then, he starts telling me stories about stupid stuff Elliott did, stuff he probably wouldn’t want his kid to know about, and Jamie finally had to tell him to zip it and get on with it already because he had things to do.”

      “He as in Jamie?”

      “Yeah, though I’d imagine Christian had things to do, too.”

      “Like follow girls around at the mall?”

      He chuckled. “Maybe. I hope not. So anyway, he tells me where to sit, and it’s like a dentist’s chair sort of, and then he gets this really big magnifying glass and just holds it up in front of my face, staring at my eye, for the longest time. I had no idea where I was supposed to look, you know? And he didn’t say anything.”

      I could imagine the whole scenario so I started to giggle. “That had to be awkward.”

      “For reals. Finally, he’s like, ‘Okay, I’m ready to make my incision. Don’t move.’ And I’m thinking, ‘Why can’t Jamie actually be the one to make the incision since he’s an actual surgeon and for all I know Christian used to be the guy who carried the shovel behind the elephants at a three-ring circus?’ But I didn’t say that. I just found a spot on the wall and stared at it.”

      “So did he actually cut your eye?”

      “Yeah. He numbed it first with some drops and then stared at me a little bit longer while I waited for it to take. And then he announced he was really ready to make the incision, which he did with this tiny little blade. And then he used some tweezers to put the chip in.”

      “And what is that like? Is it working yet?”

      “They had me turn it on to check it, but they said I’ll need to go through some training for how to use it before they want me to turn it on again. Once I was done, Christian just said, ‘Finished.’ I turned and looked at Jamie, and he shrugged, so we left. I mean, I said thank you to Christian, but he was on to something else by then. I seriously think there’s something wrong with that guy. Like maybe he has some sort of a social disorder.”

      I thought of my best friend Emma, who happens to have autism, and how she might say something like that, but I definitely didn’t think that Christian was autistic or that Emma would do most of the other unusual things Christian has been known to do. “Maybe he’s a sociopath or something.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Or maybe he just ate some rotten rodent when he was stationed at Valley Forge.”

      Brandon laughed. “I guess that’s possible. So anyway, that’s been my day.”

      “So who is going to come show you how to use it?” I asked, thinking the more time we spent talking about him, the less time we’d have to spend talking about me.

      “I’m not sure. Your sister said she’d come check on me later, so maybe her. They said I’d have a mentor. I don’t know who that is yet.”

      “A mentor? That sounds good.” I wondered who mine would be. I hoped not Cadence. She wouldn’t know how to talk to me in a way that was productive.

      “Yeah, I think so. As long as it’s not Techy Long Stockings.”

      I burst out laughing. “What did you say?”

      “Didn’t they wear those really high socks back then, the white ones? With their breeches?”

      “Oh, yeah. I guess so. I thought you meant stalkings as in stalker.”

      “Well, if the nickname fits…. Anyway, how have you been? Are you all rested up? Ready for school tomorrow?”

      “I guess so,” I replied solemnly, all traces of humor gone from my voice. “I’m nervous though.”

      “About what? I doubt you’ve ever been the victim of bullying, but if you have, tomorrow is not gonna be a good day for the person who has crossed you in the past.”

      “No, I haven’t been,” I said, though that didn’t mean I didn’t know who the bullies in our school were. “I’m just afraid something will happen while I’m at school, and everyone will know what has happened to me.”

      “Like, you’re afraid in gym class you might accidentally kick the little red ball out of the hemisphere?” Brandon asked, surely trying to amuse me.

      It sort of worked. I did smile. “No, I’m afraid that my contact will come out, or everyone will see that there’s something weird with my teeth,” I admitted. That wasn’t all, but that was all I was willing to voice at the moment.

      “That contact looks exactly like your other eye, Cass, and your teeth are perfectly fine. Believe me. I was really staring at them.”

      “Why is that?” I asked, chuckling a little bit at his conviction.

      “Hey, I saw those suckers a little more closely than I wanted to when Zabrina had hers out, and though you were a lot more up close and personal with them than I was, I saw enough to know the last thing I want is to take a puncture wound from a set of those puppies.”

      I thought he was trying to make light of the situation again, but he probably didn’t realize he’d just pointed out that I was exactly like the monster who’d kidnapped me, the one who would technically be known as my mother in the Vampire world. And honestly, I’d been thinking about Zabrina a lot lately. I knew very little about her, except for that she was incredibly strong and didn’t seem to be afraid of anything. “Brandon, have you heard anyone talk much about her—about Zabrina?” I asked, hoping to keep my tone as nonchalant as possible.

      “No, not really,” he said, and I could almost hear him shrugging. “Why?”

      “Just curious. I just wondered… how old she is. What she was before—before she was turned.” I knew that Holland had turned her, though I wasn’t quite sure how I had that knowledge. And I knew that Holland was dead. Giovani had also been turned by Holland. It seemed to me that Holland was one bad bloodsucker, and I was glad I’d never have to face her.

      “Do you want me to ask some questions? Jamie or someone might tell me.”

      It was nice of him to offer, but it wasn’t necessary. “That’s okay. Just curious. No big deal.”

      We were quiet for a few minutes, and I was content just to know he was there, even if there were hours of distance between us. Finally he said, “Have you told Lucy and Emma yet?”

      It was a valid question. “Not yet,” I said. I was dreading that conversation. There was so much to tell them. I was sure Emma would need to see my eye to believe it all. “I will soon.” I also hadn’t told anyone about my other condition—the voices. I was afraid that telling Brandon or anyone else would make this more real than it was right now, and I hoped I’d learn to ignore them or control them, but so far, it was just like static on a radio that registered a few words now and again, most of the time not even coherent ones.

      “I’m sure they’ll be very supportive. They seem to want to be involved almost as badly as you do.”

      “Yeah, they do,” I agreed. And it wouldn’t be too awfully much longer before Lucy would be seventeen and could Transform, though she’d mentioned finishing high school. I wondered if she’d still do that once she knew what was up with me.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ve got stuff to do. Hopefully, your sister will come and show me how to use this thing soon.”

      I could tell he really just didn’t know what else to say to me, and that was okay because I didn’t know what else to say either. “All right. Let me know how it goes. With training, too.” Part of me was glad he’d go through all of that first so I would have an idea of what to expect, but then, I’d also been happy he went through the Transformation process first, and it turns out it didn’t make any difference at all that I’d witnessed that because, when it was my turn, it was completely different.

      “I will let you know,” he said optimistically. I thought about asking if he had called his mom, but he seemed to want to go. Before I could even say more, he said, “I’ll talk to you soon, Cass.”

      “Bye, Brandon.”

      I hung up and set my phone aside, taking in deep breaths, trying not to let the overwhelming loneliness I suddenly felt eat away at me. I decided to go back to my sitcom, but this time the voices inside of my head were all mine, and each of them was reminding me no one else in the world was like me.
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      Going back to school was so surreal. I walked among hundreds of kids who knew nothing about what they didn’t know. I had been just like them once, really not that long ago. Walking around with no idea how much evil there is in the world and how close to home that evil can strike.

      Lots of people said hello to me in the hallway and welcomed me back. I knew most of that was because of Elliott. Everyone on campus had loved him, and his death had sort of made me a celebrity since I had known him personally, outside of school. They all knew I’d attended his memorial. Sometimes they asked me questions about it, which was a bit macabre. Today, they nodded and smiled, said they were glad I was feeling better. No one seemed to think I resembled Edward Cullen at all or accused me of being too sparkly under the fluorescent hallway lighting.

      “Hey, you’re back,” Lucy said, giving me a quick hug as we headed to choir class which we both had first period. “You okay?”

      “I’m all right,” I said. “Sorry I haven’t told you anything. I will. I just… need some time.”

      “It was pretty intense, huh?” she asked as we wove our way through other kids trying to get to class on time.

      “You don’t even know,” was about all I could say. “Actually, I think I might just have you and Em come over Friday after the game again and tell you then, if you want.”

      “Saturday’s my mom’s birthday,” Lucy replied, her usually chipper voice somber. “So I doubt she’ll let me spend the night with anyone Friday. But maybe you guys can spend the night with me.”

      “Okay,” I said, assuming my parents were seriously not grounding me since my mom said she hoped I’d learned my lesson. If I was honest with myself, I wouldn’t know if I’d learned it or not until I was back in a similar situation. If they gave me enough rope, I just might hang myself.

      We walked in and took our seats, and I tried to focus on our cranky old music teacher, Mr. Bergen, who probably knew a lot about music thirty years ago when he still knew how to carry on a conversation. Now, he was very mumbly and deaf in one-and-a-half ears. He’d asked me to play the piano some when the other girl who played was absent, but I tried to avoid doing so if I could because he made me almost as uncomfortable as Christian. Luckily, there were enough people in this class and enough chaos stemming from his inability to regulate what any of us were doing, that I could blend into the crowd and try to keep my mind off of everything that had happened.

      By third period when I saw Emma in Biology II, I was starting to feel like my old self again. She didn’t ask me anything at all, just patted me on the shoulder, which was a hug from her perspective, and told me to take my time spilling my guts, which was kind of ironic considering how close to actually spilling them I’d almost come. I knew, though, that was her way of saying she would wait patiently for me to tell her what had happened to me.

      Milo and Wes sat with us at lunch, so I couldn’t say anything then if I’d wanted to, and then, after school Lucy and I had cheerleading practice, which I followed up with piano lessons at Ms. Crabtree’s house—another ancient music teacher, but at least she tried to be cool. By the time I got home, I felt okay. While the fear of having my fangs drop out when I wasn’t expecting them to was always there, at least I knew it wouldn’t be triggered by the normal high school routine I was used to. I was beginning to think Jamie might need to take an X-ray to prove to me that they were even there.

      That night, Brandon called me after dinner to tell me all about how the IAC works. It was a complicated discussion, and I was sure I didn’t understand most of what he was saying, but I listened, happy to hear from someone who knew the truth. We chatted for over an hour, mostly about the IAC and his training, and I realized I was tired before it was even 8:00. I’d had a full day, my first in this condition, and I remembered something Aaron had mentioned about Cadence being a lot more tired than most new Hunters and wondered if that was the case for me as well.

      “You sound sleepy, Cass,” Brandon said as I stifled a yawn. “You need to go to bed?”

      “I’m okay,” I tried to assure him, but it wasn’t true. “I’m just… mentally exhausted.”

      “I understand that,” he said. “You cheering tomorrow night? You gonna have enough energy for that?”

      It was a valid question. “I hope so.” Maybe my Hunter skills would take over, and I’d have enough in the tank to power through. His question made me think of one of my own. “How weird is it going to be for you, not going to play tomorrow night?” On our very long trip to Philly, we’d discussed football a lot, and I could tell how much he loved it.

      “Trying not to think about it,” he admitted. “I wish I could’ve waited until the end of the season at least to do all of this, but it just didn’t work out that way. Guess I’ll live. Hunting Vampires is sort of like football. There’s just as much tackling, although, I’ve never ripped the head off of an opposing player.”

      “I should hope not,” I muttered. “But… what do you mean it didn’t work out that way? I thought you decided to go ahead and do it because of that hunt you’d gone on with my sister and Aaron.” He’d told me all about that, too. I hope the little girl they’d saved that night, Julia, was okay now and wasn’t having nightmares about the Vampire that had almost gotten her.

      Brandon was quiet for a moment. “I, uh, took advantage of an opportunity to leave undetected,” he replied.

      I let that sit before I asked more. I got the impression he didn’t know whether or not he was comfortable confiding in me, but since I’d already sensed there was something going on between him and his mom, something unpleasant, I decided to let him know I was here if he did want to talk. “Have you been thinking about calling her?”

      “Yeah, I’ve thought about it.” Silence again. I wished I was sitting with him, so I could put my hand on his arm, reassure him. I had no idea what it was like to have an unsupportive mother. I couldn’t even imagine it; such a thing was so far away from my reality. “Cass, my mom… has a problem.”

      Not knowing what to say, I tried to put myself in his shoes and thought about how my friends had allowed me time today. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said quickly.

      “That’s okay. If you want to, I’m happy to listen. If you don’t want to, that’s all right with me, too.”

      “It’s just… you’ve been through so much. I don’t want to…”

      I had to cut him off. “Brandon, you were literally right there the whole time I was going through that whole mess. The least I can do is listen to you talk about your mom, if you want to.”

      He grew reflective and didn’t say anything for another span of lengthy seconds. “She’s… an alcoholic.”

      I really wasn’t expecting that. I’m not sure why. I think, in retrospect, all the signs were there. I just didn’t really know anyone with a serious drinking problem, so maybe I didn’t know what to look for. I definitely had no words to show I understood, so I said, “I can imagine that’s hard for both of you.”

      He sort of chuckled, like he wanted to say, “To put it lightly,” or something, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, “She’s been one my whole life. When my grandparents were still alive, I spent a lot of time with them. But they died when I was ten. So, after that, I had to fend for myself a lot. She’s managed to hold down a job somehow, but the rest of the time, she’s pretty dysfunctional. And sometimes… living with her has been more than uncomfortable.”

      I thought he was trying to tell me his mother had been abusive, and I felt my heart break. What must it be like to have the only parent you’ve ever known take her anger out on you? Again, I had no idea. Visions of a little Brandon crying brought tears to my eyes. “So… Saturday, you took advantage of the opportunity to leave?”

      “We had another… miscommunication. She passed out, and I decided I was done. I do feel sorry for her, Cass. It’s not that I don’t love her. I just… I don’t know how to help her. And I don’t think staying there with her, continuing to take the blame for everything that’s ever gone wrong in her life, was doing either one of us any good.”

      “I definitely don’t blame you for leaving, Brandon. I don’t think anyone would.”

      “Why do I feel so awful about it then?”

      I hated that he felt that way, but I could imagine what he was saying. “Listen, maybe you should call her, just let her know you’re okay. I know Aaron talked to her, but it will be different for her to hear your voice.”

      “Yeah, so she can yell at me and remind me that I’m the same as my ‘good for nothing’ father?”

      The fact that anyone would say that about Elliott made anger well up inside me. How could Amanda even say such things? It was no wonder Brandon was having such a hard time putting all of our stories about Elliott together when the only picture of him he’d ever had in his mind was of someone who abandoned him and his mom and then died. “Honestly, Brandon, she probably will be mad the first time you talk to her. She’ll probably yell at you. Most moms would do that, and if yours is having issues placing her blame in the right place, then I’m sure she’ll say some things that are just downright rude. But… you don’t want to go the rest of your life not talking to her, do you? Wouldn’t it be better to just get it over with?”





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/potential-rogue-wolf-logo.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/my-life-new.jpg
ID JOHNSON

MY LIFEAS A TEENAG;E
VAMPIRE
- HUNTER =

T.HE CHRONICLES OF CASSIDY#,
" BOOK FOUR § &%





