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      Ah, December! The time of year when everything smells like mint or chocolate, sometimes both, you can’t get that annoying version of “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” out of your head (and let’s face it, which version of “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” isn’t annoying?), and everyone has a crazed look in their eyes like they’re trying to be happy despite the fact that you know if they remember that they’ve forgotten just one more person they needed to buy a present for, or one more social event they neglected to put on their calendar, they’re going to end up in an asylum somewhere muttering about “crack-nutters” and “rotten fruitcake” for the next few months until spring hits, and we can all escape from the doldrums. It really is the most wonderful time of the year isn’t it?

      Actually, I’ve always liked Christmas for the most part. I’m only fifteen so I don’t have a lot of responsibility when it comes to planning or shopping. As long as I remember to buy a little something for my parents, sister, and grandma, I’m pretty good. This year was different, however. This year, I was on the verge of losing my mind myself, and it had nothing to do with an overweight elf potentially sneaking into my home late at night to eat desserts in exchange for a package or two.

      No, this year, all of my mental instability had to do with my older sister, Cadence, and whether or not she was responsible for the deaths of two of her best friends. I say deaths—at this point, I’m not even really sure if her ex-boyfriend, Jack Cook, is dead or not. More on that in a bit. But ever since Cadence snuck off with her friends the night before Thanksgiving to attend an Eidolon Festival in the neighboring town of Villisca—where six people were murdered at the turn of the last century by an axe-murderer—everything has been freaking weird around here, and I was just about to the point where I had it all figured out, too, when the brainwashing began. And now I have no idea what’s real or what’s fake. For all I know, said obese elf might be real after all.

      My mom, Liz Findley, is a Christmas junky. We always have two trees up in our house, one in the living room, and one in the game room upstairs. She’d put up more if my dad, Eli, would let her. But he says two is already one too many. Sitting around the house, listening to my mother’s Christmas music, smelling scents of gingerbread and other Christmas cookies baking in the kitchen, and watching the same plot with different actors over and over again on the Hallmark Channel Countdown to Christmas movies was wearing on me, and I was honestly wondering if things would be better once school started again in early January.

      Christmas break had come a little early this year because of Jack’s death. Part of me was glad to have a break from school and from my friends, but hanging around the house with my mom was starting to get to me. I was used to Cadence being home, but she wasn’t. She had allegedly taken a job with some security company in Kansas City. I’d done my best to try and unravel exactly what was going on and had gotten so close when one of her new coworkers, Elliott, had put the kibosh on it. Actually, he was the one who had given me a last-minute reprieve and called off my own brainwashing, though my two best friends, Lucy and Emma, now have no idea that they spent the last month trying to help me figure out whether or not my sister is a vampire. The fact that I feel horrible for helping erase their memories is one of the main reasons why I haven’t called or visited either of them much this past week.

      I was actually at Lucy’s house when we discovered a video on YouTube that seemed to show a team of people dressed in black, just like all of Cadence’s new colleagues usually dress, chasing what appeared to be a vampire in front of this lady’s house. She called herself Montana Mama, and not five minutes after we stumbled upon the video, not only was it gone, so were all of the social media accounts where she’d posted about what she saw. Then, one of Elliott’s associates, a woman by the name of Hannah who sounds like a shrink and looks like Connie Britton, showed up at Lucy’s house and made my friends shred all of their notes and delete everything we’d discussed since Thanksgiving. I would’ve done the exact same thing if Elliott hadn’t sent me a text warning me not to. Even though he doesn’t want me to know what’s going on exactly, it turns out he’s been watching over me for a very long time, like since I was a baby, and I guess he trusts me enough not to try to do something so detrimental as stripping my mind of so many memories.

      Not that he hasn’t done it before. The night she and her friends went to the Eidolon Festival, Cadence’s friend Drew died. I started hearing weird noises on the roof and caught on to the fact that Cadence’s mysterious new boss, Aaron, was sneaking into her room late at night to talk about work-related problems. I grew more and more curious about what was going on when I saw Aaron easily leap from Cadence’s second-story window and take off like a blur across our front yard. What was even more alarming was when I saw my very own sister move that quickly. This is when I started to think she might be a vampire. Elliott showed up at our house and convinced me all of this was normal, that Drew had fallen while rock climbing and cut her neck, and that my sister was just going away to work at her new job for a little while. If it hadn’t been for my notes and Lucy’s persistence, I probably would’ve forgotten everything back then.

      Now, I feel really horrible that Lucy and Emma are in the dark. I really want to remind them of everything that we’ve discovered, like that one of Cadence’s coworkers is almost a hundred and fifty years old, though he doesn’t look a day past twenty-five, and my new pal Elliott is seventy-five but looks twenty-seven. We had some solid proof that vampires are real, and I did manage to save a copy of that video from Montana Mama, but Elliott made me promise not to tell my girls, and I’m torn about it. I feel like I owe him since at least he didn’t erase my memory again. But how can I talk to Lucy and Emma and not let them know what’s up? It’s just an awful situation to be in, and I hate it.

      I also hate that Jack’s dead—at least I assume he’s dead. My sister slipped up and mentioned that his body had been missing for a little while, and it made me wonder if he actually transformed into a vampire. But his parents spread his ashes on the pitcher’s mound where he used to play baseball at our school, so I’m pretty sure Jack’s really dead, which is devastating all by itself. Drew’s definitely passed on, and my sister is probably a bloodsucker. Really—life as a student at Shenandoah High School should not be this complicated.

      My mom was hanging mistletoe over the doorway, humming a Christmas song along with the radio when my cell phone rang. I glanced down to see it was Lucy and thought about ignoring it. But I didn’t. “Hello?” I asked, hoping I could at least pretend to be normal. My voice sounded weak, and I figured she’d ask what was wrong.

      “Hey, Cassidy,” she said, her tone as chipper as always. There wasn’t much that could deter Lucy Burk’s exuberance. “What are you doing?”

      “Not much,” I admitted. “Just watching some Christmas movie about some girl who’s too dumb to realize her fiancé is a jerk and that she should really be with the handsome stranger she just bumped into a few days before Christmas.”

      “OMG! I think I’ve seen that one. Is it on the Hallmark Channel?”

      “Lucy, that’s the plot of every Christmas movie on the Hallmark Channel. The only difference is that sometimes the lady is in marketing, sometimes she owns an antique store, and once or twice she was a teacher.”

      Apparently, Lucy could hear the frustration in my voice. “Why are you so mad at TV?” she asked. “Can’t you change the channel?”

      I groaned, probably because I knew she was right. No one was forcing me to watch this. I flipped the TV off. “What are you doing?”

      “My mom said she’d take us to the mall if you wanna go. Em said she’d rather skewer herself on a stake of holly, but I thought it might be fun.”

      I was with Emma on this one. Going to the mall the day before Christmas Eve seemed like a bad idea to me, but I was so bored, I thought it would be better than nothing. Then I thought about the “stake” comment. It made me remember that I had thought my sister might be a vampire, one that could be staked through the heart…. Now, I wasn’t exactly sure what she was, and even though Elliott had pretty much convinced me they weren’t vampires, I had no idea where that left us.

      “Cass?”

      “Sorry.” I’d totally lost my train of thought again. “Let me ask my mom.”

      “Kay.”

      “I’ll call you back.” It was easier than trying to carry on a conversation with my mom while Lucy waited.

      My mom was on the phone herself when I walked in. While she’d gone back into the kitchen to check on the cookies, her cell must’ve gone off. I waited in the doorway as she checked on the cookies she was baking and said, “Well, maybe you could come home as soon as your date is over.” I braced myself, realizing she had to be talking to my sister. “I understand that it’s important, honey, but so is Christmas. And your family. Or at least we used to be before all this.” She set the cookie sheet on top of the stove and slid off the oven mitt, pressing her hand to her forehead.

      I felt like I needed to announce myself; I didn’t like eavesdropping, believe it or not, and I knew that she had to be talking to my sister. Something told me that Cadence wasn’t going out with anyone I’d want her to date anyhow. I cleared my throat, but my mom was so lost in her thoughts, she didn’t notice.

      “Okay, well call me back when you know for sure. I understand that you think you know for sure now, Cadence, but things around there can change on a dime, and I told you when you were here, I don’t exactly trust that boy.” I was across the room but could still hear my sister’s screech before my mom said, “Man. Right, man.” She had a tendency to refer to my sister’s new friends as if they were all her age when, as I knew, most of them were old enough to be my grandparents, or older. I didn’t know how old Aaron was, though, and I assumed that’s who my mom was talking about now.

      “I know, sweetheart,” my mom continued. “I just thought, with all the changes, at least we’d get to have a normal Christmas. No, I do understand. I don’t think I am being unreasonable. Maybe he needs to think about someone else for a change and realize that your family comes first. At least I thought we did.”

      My mom sure was putting the guilt trip on my sister. I needed to let her know I was there; listening to her make Cadence feel bad for not wanting to come home for Christmas, as much as I agreed with my mom, was torture. I backed out the swinging door that separated the dining room from the kitchen and entered again, louder this time. I let the door hit the wall hard enough that she had to know I was there.

      Apparently, my mom’s hearing is almost as bad as my dad’s. She started to turn her head in my direction, but stopped. “Fine, Cadence. Don’t come home. Do whatever you want.” Her tone was less sad and more angry now. “I know everything is about you right now. I’m not being overly-dramatic. I’m just stating a fact. You do what you want, and the rest of us will adjust our lives to meet your needs.”

      Wow—my mom was being particularly harsh. I was relieved when my phone rang, and that she heard. Mom turned and looked at me. “I’ve got to go. Have a nice time.” She disconnected the call and let out a deep breath. “How long have you been standing there, Cassidy?”

      I didn’t answer my phone because it was Lucy, probably wondering if I died while she was waiting for me to call her back. In light of what had been happening around town recently, you might think that’s a little harsh, but it’s true. Lucy would’ve asked that. “Long enough,” I admitted. “I tried to let you know I was here, but you seemed busy.”

      Mom let out a sigh. “Your sister isn’t planning on coming home for Christmas.”

      I know my eyebrows shot up so high they probably ended up on the back of my head. “Not at all?”

      Her shoulders hunched. “I don’t know. I think at first she was just saying not for Christmas Eve, but the more we talked, the more she made it sound like she wasn’t coming at all.”

      “Do you think that might be because you were giving her such a hard time?” I knew that sounded a little rude, but I wanted my mom to take a little responsibility for her part in all of this. Whatever Cadence was going through, it couldn’t be easy.

      Once again, my mom looked shocked. “I don’t think you heard the entire conversation.”

      “Maybe not,” I admitted shrugging, thinking my voice sounded tempered. My mom took a few steps over to where I was standing, leaning against a chair in the little breakfast nook area of the kitchen. “But it sounded to me like she has a date tomorrow night, probably with Aaron, whom I think she really likes, and you wanted her to blow him off and come home.”

      “Well, Cassidy, in fairness, I think your sister could probably pay a little bit more attention to what is going on with her family. Ever since she joined LIGHTS, she hasn’t given you the time of day, and she’s hardly been home at all.”

      I didn’t think my mom meant to say the name of Cadence’s organization. Every time I’d asked where she worked, both my mom and dad pretended like they didn’t know what it was called. It was clear to me that my mom was frustrated, and I wasn’t going to be able to say or do anything to calm her down. I disagreed about Cadence not paying attention to me. She hadn’t been home much, but when she was here, she spent time with me. Maybe not as much as she used to, but her world had been tipped upside down recently, and I couldn’t blame her for wanting to build a new life for herself, away from Shenandoah. She was an adult now, after all, whether my mom liked it or not. And even though I didn’t quite get Aaron the way Cadence seemed to, I could understand why she’d want to go out with him. He was totally hot.

      I wondered what the chances were that she’d actually let me go to the mall with Luce after all that. But I thought this was different since I would be back. “Do you care if I go to the mall for a couple of hours with Mrs. Burk and Lucy? I have one more person to buy a present for.”

      My mother’s lips pursed and her head tipped to the side. “I guess not,” she finally said, which meant she guessed she didn’t care. “Just please be home before dinner.”

      “I think we will be,” I replied, pulling my phone out to call Lucy back, though I had no idea. Lucy’s family was pretty well-off, and sometimes when her mom, Annie, got to shopping, there was no reining her in. Before I clicked on Lucy’s name to call her back, I wrapped my arms around my mom’s neck and said, “Thanks, Mom.” She looked startled but kissed me on the cheek. I supposed I hadn’t been hugging her enough lately, now that I seemed to think I was a sophisticated high schooler, and she still needed me to be that little girl with the pigtails from time to time.

      I let her go and headed off to get my jacket and some money. I don’t know why I suddenly felt compelled to buy another gift, especially now that I knew that my sister, and likely none of her associates, would be home for Christmas, but the thought had entered my head, so I decided I may as well follow through. “Hey,” I said, walking through my bedroom door and approaching my stash, “Mom said yes.”

      “OMG—I thought you’d died,” Lucy said, tact flying out the window. “Okay. We’ll be there in a few.”

      “I’ll be ready.” I crammed a chunk of the allowance I’d saved up into a crossbody and slipped my phone inside, checking myself in the mirror. I looked okay but I decided to run a brush through my long brown hair and put on some lip gloss, just in case. You never knew who might be at the mall right before Christmas. Thoughts of Liam White’s sparkling green eyes crossed my mind and I felt my knees go a little weak. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t blame my sister for wanting to go out with Aaron instead of spending Christmas Eve with us. If I had to choose between Liam and my mom’s Christmas music, I’m pretty sure I knew what I’d pick, too.

      Satisfied that I looked decent, I headed off down the stairs to put on my coat and await the arrival of the Burks, hopeful that I’d find the perfect present and maybe see the cute guy from my algebra class as well. For now, I’d push all thoughts of vampires aside and try to return to my not-so-normal life.
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      “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” was a force to be reckoned with. It followed me in from Lucy’s mom’s SUV, and now it was making my orange chicken taste a little sour. Lucy didn’t seem to mind, though, as her head bopped back and forth to the tune, and she manipulated her chopsticks like she’d been using them her whole life. I preferred a fork, and right now, I was contemplating shoving it into my eye. This song needed to stop.

      “I hope my mom didn’t get lost,” Lucy giggled. “Either that, or she accidentally stumbled into Sephora on her way to the car.” Mrs. Burk, who never seemed to eat anything, had given us some money for lunch and said she’d be back later under the guise of taking the bags to the car, though I agreed with Luce; she was probably shopping again by now.

      “So… how’s your sister?” Lucy asked, taking a slurp of her pop. “When will she be home?”

      I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell Lucy about my mom’s conversation on the phone with Cadence. Actually, that wasn’t quite true. I could’ve told her, but now that Lucy and Emma didn’t remember all of the stuff we’d discovered about Cadence and her circle of vampire hunters, or whatever they were, I didn’t feel comfortable talking to her about anything that had to do with my sister. I was always afraid I’d mess up and say something wrong. “I’m not sure she’s coming back,” I replied quietly. “I mean, I think she might stay in Kansas City until after the holidays.”

      “What? Shut up!” Lucy exclaimed, staring at me with her mouth open. Thankfully, it was currently empty. “How can she not come home for Christmas?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. She likes this guy, and I think he asked her out or something.” I really didn’t know what was going on with her, in no uncertain terms, and I didn’t even feel like I could call Cadence to see what was up. It just seemed like she needed some space.

      “What guy?” Lucy asked, back to her Mongolian beef. “Somebody from work?”

      A sharp pang hit me in the gut. She should know. She should remember. But she didn’t. And that was partially my fault. “Yeah,” I muttered. “Some guy she met at her new job.”

      “Huh,” Lucy replied, taking a big bite. She chewed for a few minutes, and I hoped she’d let it go. But she didn’t. “What’s his name?”

      “I don’t remember,” I lied. Part of me thought, if I said his name, maybe she’d remember everything, and while I would welcome it if she did, I also remembered Elliott and Hannah warning us to leave things alone. When you’re talking about supernatural creatures, it’s probably best to heed their warnings.

      I thought Lucy might ask a follow up question, but instead her eyes got wide, and then she let out a loud puff. “Don’t look now, but your own Christmas wish is on his way over.”

      Feeling my blood run cold, I slowly turned around, and then, in a flash, turned back to face her. Liam White was sauntering across the food court, his blond hair perfectly sculpted so that his bangs hung just over his right eye. He had his hands shoved down deep in the pockets of his skinny jeans, his hooded flannel and fleece jacket unzipped revealing a vintage rock-band T-shirt. “How do I look?” I asked Lucy, wishing I’d done more than a quick reapplication of my lip gloss before I left home, thinking it had long since worn off anyway.

      Lucy scrunched up her face. “You look fine,” she shrugged. I knew Lucy was not a fan of Liam’s, though I hadn’t quite established why. I wished I had time to check there was nothing in my teeth, but then, there he was, pulling the seat between us out and swiveling it around so that he was sitting in it backward.

      “Hey ladies,” Liam said, leaning his head on his folded arms. “How’s it going?” He smiled at each of us and sort of nodded his head at Lucy.

      She narrowed her eyes. “William,” she said in a cold greeting. “Why don’t you just make yourself at home?”

      “Thanks,” he replied, chuckling like he either didn’t realize she was being sarcastic or didn’t care. “Nice to see you have the Christmas spirit.”

      “I’m not hungry anymore,” Lucy said, smirking at him and gathering up her food. “I’ll be back,” she said, standing and taking her tray across the food court.

      I was confused. “What’s going on?” I asked Liam. “She seems madder at you than usual.”

      “Search me,” he replied with a shrug. “Maybe it’s that time of the month.” He laughed, but that was about the lamest thing he could’ve said to me, another girl—woman—I just raised my eyebrows at him. “Maybe she found out she’s getting a lump of coal for Christmas.”

      “Maybe,” I said, not wanting to tell him he wasn’t being cute right now, especially since he really was the cutest guy in our whole school. And right now, he was sitting by me. “What are you doing here?” The mall was in another town, about forty minutes away from Shenandoah, and even though it was far away, it was where most of us hung out when we could catch a ride. “How’d you get here?”

      “My brother,” Liam shrugged again. “He’s hanging out with his friends right now. He’ll be back later.”

      I nodded. Chance, Liam’s brother, was a little bit older than Cadence, so I didn’t know him well. I used to think he was a loser for dropping out of college to work for a local plumbing company, but ever since my own sister had also quit before the first semester was even over, I had to look at things differently.

      “You and Luce doing some last-minute Christmas shopping?” he asked.

      “Yeah, something like that.” It was a reminder that I still hadn’t found the only gift I’d thought I might want to buy. I didn’t want to get anything at all, though, if it wasn’t right. Lucy was heading back in our direction, and I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. “We’re supposed to go find her mom.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Well, I won’t keep you then. I just thought I might as well come say hey to the prettiest girl at the mall.” He gave me a sheepish grin, and I felt my face light up. “Later, Cass.” He stood and swiveled the chair back around just about the same time Lucy arrived back at the table. “See you, Luce.”

      “It’s Luc-y!” she shouted after him. Liam turned and laughed at her but kept walking. She folded her arms and shook her head, not bothering to sit back down.

      “You really do need to tell me what’s up with that,” I said, gathering up my trash and placing it on top of my mostly empty plate.

      Lucy took my tray like she was the waitress and stepped over to dump it into a nearby trash can before she returned to the table. Now that Liam was gone, and without her mother in sight, she sat back down. “I just don’t like him,” she replied with a shrug, pulling her phone out of her pocket.

      I knew Lucy well enough to know that there was more to it than she was letting on, but I didn’t question her further. Regardless of what Liam had just said about me, Lucy was gorgeous. She has long, dark-blonde hair that flows past her waist and bright blue eyes. She complains that her nose is too small, but I think it’s perfect. He could’ve just as easily have been talking about her being the prettiest girl in the mall.

      “Em said she wishes she would’ve come with us. Her dad is trying to help her make a note block in Minecraft, and apparently he picked some annoying Christmas song she can’t stand.” Lucy laughed and set her phone aside.

      “Is it ‘Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree’?” I mused. Emma was an enigma. She was easily the most intelligent person I had ever met, great with computers and technology, but also the most socially awkward person, and she didn’t make any excuses for it. In fact, she had a really hard time picking up on other people’s emotions, and most of the time, she couldn’t care less if she offended someone. “I wish she would’ve come, too,” I said. The three of us were together most of the time, and it was odd not having her here, even if it was one less person I had to pretend not to know anything about my sister in front of.

      “There’s my mom,” Lucy sighed. “it is about time!”

      I glanced behind my shoulder and saw Mrs. Burk on her way to the table, just a few bags in her hand now, one of them Sephora.

      “Sorry, hon,” she said, stopping behind my chair. “Got sidetracked. How was lunch?”

      “Just peachy,” Lucy replied, screeching her chair back and standing. She rolled her eyes at me, and I knew that was for Liam. It didn’t matter, though; her mom didn’t notice and took her at her word.

      “Shall we hit Aeropostale or do you have another place you wanna go?” Annie asked, her phone in her hand as she weaved between chairs. Lucy’s mom is definitely a lot cooler than mine, that’s for sure, but I think I there are some things about my mom that make her better. Like, she usually listens when we talk to her, and she would rather be home baking cookies than out spending money she didn’t need to spend. Of course, Annie was an accountant and needed to look professional, and Lucy’s parents combined probably make three or four times what my dad makes, even though he’s an engineer, and we’ve never gone without. Still, sometimes I thought Lucy’s mom was more like a friend than a parent. This was one of those times.

      “Aeropostale is fine,” Lucy replied. She was on her phone, too, so we all walked along together, not paying any attention to the people we were with while they both chatted with people who were not there. It seemed a little silly to me, and I decided I wanted to make more of an effort to really be with the people around me. In light of the two recent deaths our hometown had suffered, that just made sense to me.

      We were finishing up our shopping when we passed by a store I’d never gone into before. I happened to glance through the window and saw the perfect gift for the person I’d been considering purchasing something for. “Mrs. Burk, do you mind if I run in there really quickly?” I asked, touching her lightly on the arm.

      “Go ahead, Cass,” she replied, stopping and leaning back against the window. “And, I’ve told you a hundred times, you can call me Annie.”

      “Right,” I nodded. That seemed weird to me. She was my friend’s mom after all.

      Lucy followed me into the store, and I looked carefully at the hat I’d seen from outside. It was a black ski cap, but it was made of really thick fabric, and the sides came down very low so that it would completely cover the wearer’s ears. It might not seem like much of a gift, but I thought it would let him know I was thinking about him, that I appreciated that it might get a little chilly out on the rooftops.

      “Who’s that for?” Lucy asked, following me to the checkout. “Your dad?”

      I couldn’t tell her. I wanted to so badly. “Sure,” I said, getting in line behind a woman who was carrying so many bags I thought her arms might fall off.

      Lucy raised an eyebrow at me, and for a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of remembrance, like she knew something was missing, but she wasn’t quite sure what it was. And then it was gone. But she also didn’t think it was really for my dad. “It’s not for William White, is it?”

      A giggle escaped my lips. “No. I’m not getting Liam a Christmas present.” I wondered what it would be like if I was the one planning a Christmas Eve date with the guy I had a crush on instead of my sister. Had she gotten Aaron a present?

      An odd noise escaped Lucy’s lips, like she didn’t believe that either. “I’m not. I promise.” I took a step closer to the cashier as the lady in front of me fought her bags to fetch her wallet.

      “Well, whoever it’s for, I hope he appreciates it,” Lucy said, folding her arms. “And if it’s Liam, I can guarantee he won’t. He doesn’t appreciate anything.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. Something had happened between Lucy and Liam, and she wasn’t telling me what it was. It was starting to eat at me. “Lucy, I really wish…” but before I could say more, it was my turn to pay. I handed over the hat and enough money to cover it and waited for the cashier to ring it up, place it in a bag, and hand me back my receipt and change. Lucy was out the door in front of me, and I shoved my change into my wallet, following behind her. It felt wrong of me to be upset at Lucy for keeping secrets when I had the biggest secret of all, and I couldn’t tell her about it either. Whatever she was keeping from me, I sure hoped it didn’t have anything to do with Liam being a vampire. Someone I cared about needed to stay human.
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      We went to church on Christmas Eve like we have every year for as long as I can remember, but my mom was solemn the entire time, and I couldn’t really blame her. Even though I hoped my sister was having a good time on her date, I also missed her desperately. There was something missing when Cadence wasn’t there, not just on the outside, but on the inside as well. It was as if part of my heart had been stolen away from me. I tried not to think of the dangers she might be in, the threats that might come up against her because of her new situation, and focus instead on how happy she seemed to be, whatever she was these days.

      I’d wrapped the gift I’d purchased for Elliott but didn’t bother to put it under the Christmas tree. He wasn’t coming for Christmas either, obviously, if my sister wasn’t even going to make it home. I slipped it onto the top shelf of my closet, thinking he might show up sometime, sooner or later. He had sent me a text earlier to wish me a Merry Christmas Eve, but when I’d asked how he was spending his evening, his response was vague. Only, “With friends.”

      I sat in front of the big picture window in our living room with the shades open, only the light of the Christmas tree illuminating the space, and stared at the snow. It wasn’t falling, not right now, but there was plenty on the ground, and the wind would whip up from time to time and stir it, giving the illusion it was coming down again. I thought about how different things were last year. Across town, Drew Peterson’s little brothers would be going to bed soon, probably asking Santa to bring back their sister. Alice and Steve Cook had lost their only child; Christmas would never be the same for them.

      My dad was stealthier than usual, so I hardly heard him until my mom’s recliner creaked beneath his weight. I was sitting in his. “Want your chair?” I asked, still staring out the window. I imagined I knew what the answer would be.

      “That’s okay,” he replied. “I just came to see how you were doing.”

      Once we’d returned from church, we had our usual Christmas Eve dinner of chicken and dumplings and my mom’s apple streusel. We’d added a few more ornaments to the tree, the special ones my mom liked to save for last, and then hung the stockings by the chimney. A lonely tear had splashed down my mother’s face when she hung up Cadence’s.

      “I’m fine,” I said, managing to turn my head and give him a small smile. I’d always had a good relationship with my dad, always felt like he was my protector, like he’d do anything he could to keep me and Cadence safe, and I wondered if he still felt that way right now. I didn’t feel like I could ask, though.

      “This has been a hard past few months for us,” he said, and I questioned his math. I think it seemed like an eternity, but it hadn’t even been one month since Drew passed away, unless he meant since Cadence went to school. “I know we’ve asked a lot of you lately, Cassidy, and I appreciate the fact that you’re always so compliant. I know this can’t be easy for you either.”

      Sitting up a little straighter, I studied my dad for a moment. I wasn’t quite sure what he meant. Perhaps he was talking about sending me out of the room so he and Mom could talk, or the fact that he knew so much more than I did but didn’t let on. Once again, I felt like questioning the situation would somehow make his assessment of my compliance wrong, so I decided to let it go.

      But there were other questions, more innocent questions, I felt inclined to ask. “Is Cadence out on a date tonight, Dad? With Aaron?”

      My dad is honest to a fault, and it was something I’d been able to take advantage of a few times recently. Sometimes he doesn’t see the harm in answering my questions until he already has. By then, my mom has usually intercepted, but right now, she was in the bedroom finishing up a little bit of last minute wrapping.

      “I believe that’s where she’s at,” he nodded. “I think your sister is quite smitten with him.”

      He didn’t seem to have an opinion about Aaron, as far as I could tell, whereas my mom seemed to make it quite clear that she preferred Elliott. I’d overheard a few comments the past few weeks to let me know that was the case. I got the impression now, however, that Elliott thought of my sister much the same way he thought of me—like he was our older brother--and I think Cadence saw him the same way. I cleared my throat. “Why doesn’t mom like Aaron?”

      My dad’s overly bushy eyebrows shot up. “What makes you think she doesn’t like him?”

      I almost giggled. “I don’t know. Maybe the way she says his name like it has more than two syllables and hurts her tongue.”

      My dad laughed, and I couldn’t help but let out the giggle. “Okay, I can see that. I’m not sure, Cass. I think… I think your mom sees Aaron different than your sister. He has a pretty important job, and he’s quite a bit older than your sister. Maybe your mom thinks he isn’t the right match for her.”

      I nodded, wanting to ask exactly how old Mr. McReynolds was, but I got the impression my dad wouldn’t tell me anyway. There was no sense asking about Aaron’s job, or Cadence’s, so I let that go as well. “What do you think of him?”

      Giving a shrug, my dad said, “I want Cadence to be happy. If he makes her happy, I’m okay with that. Grandma seems to think a lot of him.”

      Knowing how close my dad was to my grandma, his mom, it made sense to me that he’d be more inclined to side with Grandma Janette’s intuition than my mother’s. While Mom had grown quite fond of Jack, I vaguely remembered when Cadence had first started dating him, and our mother had been less than enthusiastic. “Do you think she’ll come home soon?”

      “I hope so. I think your sister just has a few things to work out right now. It’s hard being in a new town, with new people, and a new job.”

      Nodding, I thought about mentioning LIGHTS, the name my mom had used the day before. Sometimes, if my dad thinks I already know something, he’s more inclined to think it’s okay to say something in front of me. But I let it go. There would be lots of other chances to poke around for information about what my sister was doing, what my sister was. For now, I was content to look out on the yard with my dad.

      After about twenty minutes, my mom walked in. “You ready to set out the cookies?” she asked.

      While I’d given up on Santa being real a long time ago, it didn’t seem to hurt to play along. I was doing a lot of that in other areas of my life. What was one more? “Sure,” I replied, hopping out of the chair and crossing the room so we could go to the kitchen to collect what we needed. Maybe, if I went to sleep early, Santa would bring me the present I really wanted, and I’d open my eyes to life before the Eidolon Festival. Although I didn’t think that was possible, as I set out cookies, milk, and carrots, I at least hoped there’d be enough of a miracle that my sister would somehow be there when I woke up. Something told me that was a long shot as well. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth praying for.
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      The house seemed quieter than usual when I opened my eyes just before dawn. There was a moment when it hadn’t quite registered that it was Christmas morning. Once I realized it was the most magical day of the year, my first instinct was to run next door and pounce on my sister so we could race each other down the stairs like we used to do when we were little. But everything came flooding back, hitting me like a ton of bricks, and I remembered, not only was Cadence not there, Cadence wasn’t really Cadence anymore, either, at least not the one I’d known back when both of us believed the only person who might be wandering around on our roof at night wore a big red suit instead of black leather.

      Nevertheless, I had made a Christmas wish, and I wanted to see if there was any chance of it coming true. So… dressed in my festive Christmas pajamas, the ones my mom had given me the night before, I tossed the covers off, slipped my feet into my Mukluks, and went next door.

      Cadence’s room was exactly as I expected, and dreaded, it would be. Her bed was made and nothing was touched, just as she’d left it after Jack’s funeral. I let out a deep breath and headed for the stairs, thinking I may as well head down there and see how convincing mom and dad’s display of magic was this year.

      As soon as I walked into the living room, I realized a Christmas miracle had indeed taken place after all. I couldn’t help but squeal in delight seeing Cadence asleep on the sofa and Elliott napping in my dad’s chair in the corner. Covering my mouth with both hands, I tried to hold back my enthusiasm, but by then, I’d already roused both of them. Part of me felt bad for waking them, but the rest of me felt just as excited as I had the time I’d walked downstairs to find a Cinderella castle beneath the tree.

      It took Cadence a second to come fully awake, but when she did, she sat straight up off of the couch, looked around, like she was expecting danger, and then sunk back into the cushions. I would’ve thought this behavior odd if I hadn’t already figured out my sister is no longer a regular person, and since she must’ve been fighting the forces of evil recently, I imagined she might’ve been dreaming about them, or at the very least her training had taught her not to trust anyone.

      Brushing it off, I waited for her to acknowledge me, my hands still clasped over my

      mouth."I see you haven't outgrown getting up at the crack of dawn on Christmas morning." Cadence yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her. Even if her hair hadn’t been all disheveled and her makeup smeared, she still would’ve been amusing considering she seemed almost perturbed that I’d woken her so early. But it was Christmas! "Nope! I had to see what Santa brought me." I winked at her, and Cadence slowly nodded her head at me, as if she couldn’t believe how ridiculous I can be.

      Elliott’s deep voice had me turning my head. "You believe in Santa?" He stretched, his long arms reaching almost to the ceiling it seemed, and I was so excited to see him, I couldn’t help but fling myself at him. He adjusted just in time to catch me, giving me a tight squeeze like I was his long-lost daughter or a friend he hadn’t seen in ages.

      "You never know," I managed to get out as I wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders. No, I don’t suppose I really did believe in Santa, but then I didn’t believe in vampires a few weeks ago either, but I do now. I also didn’t believe my sister or Elliott was going to show up, and yet, here they were.

      In response to my statement, he replied, "That's true.” As he continued to hug me, I remembered what he’d vaguely mentioned to me the night he’d snuck into my bedroom, not long ago, about how he’d been looking out for me my whole life, and I couldn’t help but grin up at him, glad to have him back, glad to know when he was around now that I’d begun to figure everything out.

      After a few minutes, my dejected sister asked, "Hey, where's my hug?"

      I looked at Elliott who shrugged at me, and I raised my eyebrows at him and lowered them quickly, as if to say, “She’s gonna get what she asked for,” before I took a running leap and pounced on Cadence who barely had time to get her arms around me, despite her extra quick reflexes. I also laid a sloppy kiss on her cheek for good measure.

      Before she had a chance to protest, I reminded her that things just weren’t the same without her here. Thinking back to how sad Mom and Dad had been the night before, I said, "I am so glad you're here! You missed everything last night.”

      Cadence looked solemn. “I know,” she began as I slid off of her lap and sat down next to where she was still stretched on the sofa. I could tell she wished she hadn’t missed church and all of our other family traditions. “I should have been here. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” I said reflexively. I could tell by her glum expression something was wrong, and then I remembered why it was she wasn’t supposed to be here last night. If I had gathered intel correctly, it was because she’d had a date with Aaron. I looked at Elliott, who looked almost as disappointed as my sister, and cautiously, I asked, “Where’s Aaron?”

      I didn’t miss the exchange of nervous glances between my sister and her friend. Cadence looked a bit pathetic now, and Elliott gave her a sympathetic smile. I turned back to Cadence and waited to see if she would give me a straight answer. Something was up, and I began to wonder if Aaron had been killed by vampires, or transformed, or….

      “With Eliza,” Cadence finally said. That was not one of the options on my short list of possibilities. She spat the other girl’s name out like it was cancerous.

      “Huh?” I asked before I even had a chance to process what she’d said or what it might mean. While I had seen Eliza come and go from our house a few times in an ultra-expensive sports car, I had only met her briefly at Jack’s funeral. I immediately didn’t like her. I remember having the impression she was a Fakey McFakerson. “The girl with the purple hair?” I asked. My sister’s face somehow managed to fall even further. I couldn’t help but add, “Really?”

      Tears began to sparkle at the edges of my sister’s eyes, and I felt the anger well up inside of me. How dare either one of them treat my sister that way? Cadence nodded and managed to say, “Yep.” Her voice wavered a little bit, and I desperately wanted to ask about nine million questions, starting with, “What the heck happened that he would choose to go out with that bimbo rather than you?” but I knew this drill well enough to know that the answers would be less than forthcoming.

      So instead, I said, “Well, that’s stupid!” I glanced at Elliott, who seemed to agree with my assessment, and I absently wondered if it was at all possible that my sister could end up with him instead of Mr. Supermodel who apparently had really bad taste in women. I may have said a few other choice words, none of them obscene, but still borderline for me, before I finished with a reassuring pat on my sister’s shoulder and a, “Totally not worth it!”

      I think some of the statements I’m glossing over here may have actually shocked Cadence a little bit because her eyes were wide and no longer threatening tears. She agreed with me, though, and then she began to giggle, which made me happy. I was glad she could find me amusing even when she was obviously having a rough time. It made me want to go find Aaron McReynolds and kick him in his smug little overly-attractive face.

      Before any of us could say more, the stairs behind us creaked, and I could hear my mom’s voice wondering aloud, “Who is Cassidy talking to?” I found it hard not to laugh that she couldn’t figure it out, but then, it wasn’t like we didn’t have all sorts of “people” sneaking in and out of our house at all times of the day and night.

      Cadence managed to pull her legs out of the throw she’d had over top of her and swivel around so she could get up before I even fully turned my body. I caught Elliott’s eyes, and he shrugged at me, as if to say he had also noticed that my sister had forgotten to slow down. I stifled a laugh and followed my big sister at a much more casual pace. By the time my parents were down the stairs, she’d already wrapped her arms around my mom.

      “Cadence!” Mom exclaimed. “Oh, you’re here!” I thought she was going to cry at first, but she didn’t. Elliott and my dad exchanged greetings, and once Cadence let Mom go, she hugged Dad, and Mom embraced Elliott in a way that showed she was thankful he’d brought Cadence back to us. I did wonder whose idea it had been for them to show up. Had my sister begged him to drive her home, or had he suggested it? What kind of a position was Elliott in between my sister, whom he clearly had an affinity for, and his boss, who I also suspected was a good friend? I felt a little sorry for him and hoped I’d have a chance to talk to him about the situation later. The idea that it was none of my business went through my mind fleetingly.

      “Well, let’s go see what Santa brought!” my mom suggested, letting go of Elliott.

      That reminded me of the gift I’d purchased for him at the mall the other day. “Hold on!” I shouted, heading for the stairs, wishing I could run as fast as Cadence. I heard my mom ask where I was going, but there was no time to stop or explain. I sprinted to my closet, grabbed the gift, and headed back down the stairs.

      Luckily, I hadn’t missed anything. My dad headed off to the kitchen to make some coffee, and Cadence and Mom were talking about the Christmas decorations we’d added since Cadence had last seen the tree. Elliott was standing back a bit, closer to the couch, like he didn’t really know what to do with himself. I wondered if he had a family he usually spent the holidays with and hoped I’d get a chance to ask that later, too.

      “Here you go,” I said, handing him the gift.

      His green eyes widened in surprise. “For me?” he asked, taking it but not opening it yet.

      “Yep,” I replied, possibly a little prouder of myself than I should’ve been. “I got it for you the other day--at the mall.”

      “Well, Cass, you didn’t have to do that,” he said, turning it over in his hands a few times.

      “I wanted to.”

      Elliott raised his eyebrows for a moment before he ripped through the Santa Claus wrapping paper and pulled out the stocking cap. “Wow,” he said, stretching out the thick fabric. “Now, that seems like it’ll be a warm hat.”

      My sister and mom had turned to see what we were doing, and I noticed that Cadence looked a little amused but mostly proud, like she was happy we were getting along so well. “It’s not much,” I said, with a shrug, “but I thought it might come in handy for work.”

      “Most definitely,” he agreed. “Thank you, Cass.” He bent down and wrapped his burly arms around me, and I could feel the color rushing to my face. I thought I was beginning to understand what my mom was always saying about it being better to give than receive.

      “Cadence! Your pajamas are upstairs in your room,” my mom said, as if she’d just realized what my sister was wearing.

      “Oh, that’s okay,” Cadence protested. Perhaps she didn’t want to wear her Christmas jammies in front of her coworker.

      “Now, come on Cadence. You know the rules. Christmas jammies for presents!” my mom insisted, and I thought back to that movie, A Christmas Story, where Ralphie has to put on those rabbit pajamas. I knew Cadence’s were the same as mine, though, red and green with reindeer heads. They weren’t so bad.

      “Okay,” Cadence said with a groan, and Elliott chuckled at her. “Do you have any in bear sized?” Cadence asked, shooting him a dirty look as she headed toward the stairs.

      “Unfortunately, no,” my mom replied. Turning to Elliott, she said, “I don’t think we have anything that will fit you, dear.”
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