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      Near Philadelphia, 1755

      

      The light of a full moon fell over the log cabin, casting shadows of tree branches across the rugged exterior. One candle burned on a small table near the window, the wax dripping down the side creating waves that reminded Christian of the time he’d gone fishing with his father and the water had been stirred by a great wind. He imagined that might be what the ocean waves looked like, wild, free, with no rhyme or reason. He wouldn’t know. He’d never seen the ocean.

      He had seen a Vampire though. A few nights ago. When his father had taken him out on his first hunt. His mother had protested as she was doing now, saying he was too young, that his father, Peter, was ridiculous to take an eight-year-old boy on a hunt, particularly since this team was so thin now that her mentor, Culpepper, had returned to Boston. There were just a handful of the Goodies left now, that’s what she called their side--the Goodies--and with the Baddies moving into their territory more and more each day, it was just a matter of time before they lost one of their two children to the bloodsucking abominations.

      “Horsefeathers!” Peter Henry had declared, shouting at his wife, Elizabeth. “He needs to learn!”

      “He needs to grow up!” she’d countered, never one to back down, even when her husband raised his hand to her. He couldn’t hurt her, not really. She was a Guardian, a superhuman being that would live forever, so long as a Hunter didn’t accidentally put a bullet in her back during an operation. Hunters were the only creatures on Earth that could kill Guardians. Not even the Vampires could take out a Guardian. Someday, Christian would be a Guardian, too, so long as his mother was wrong, and he didn’t end up getting killed or turned before that happened. When they were at home, back in their own log cabin, just a bit bigger than this one, and she said such things, it made him shudder with fear. Now, standing outside in the shade of the large cedar trees that parted only slightly to make way for the dwelling, he didn’t have time to be scared. If he was going to stay alive, he’d have to listen carefully to what his father and the other Hunter who was along with them, Jessup White, had to say. Just like the other night, when he’d watched his father fire a silver musket shot right through a woman with ivory skin and blood dripping down her chin, he knew there was no room for mistakes.

      “It’s in there all right,” Jessup whispered in his husky voice. The Hunter was a mess and had been since before he’d come to be part of the Henrys’ association. Christian had overheard his parents talking one night about Jess, as they often called him, how he drank enough to kill a regular man and not enough to numb a Hunter. There was no numbing, not in their state, no drinks strong enough, no drugs potent enough, to alter their mental state more than just a smidge. That didn’t stop Jess from trying.

      “Too late for Caleb Richter, God bless his soul,” Elizabeth said, crossing herself. Christian might’ve thought that odd since she wasn’t Catholic, but he’d seen her do it enough times before to understand that was just part of who his mother was. She wasn’t like other women in many ways. Not only was she a highly skilled killing machine that could rip the head off of a feral Vampire in one stroke, she wore pants to do it. Sometimes, she wore pants to do her chores around the house. It bothered Peter to no end. Christian had seen his father backhand her across the room once when he’d come in from the field to see her wearing a pair of his pantaloons to do her outside chores. Elizabeth had gotten up, swiped at her face, and went on about her chores, waiting until Peter left again to go put on a skirt. It hadn’t seemed right to Christian at the time, that his father just knocked his mother around, but whenever he’d asked her about it later, she’d said, “The Bible teaches a woman to submit to her husband. I should’ve asked permission first.”

      His sister, Abigail, who was home with their grandmother now, got lots of swats on her backside from her father, but he never put his hands on Christian. He said he would, if ever his son did anything to deserve it, so Christian always tried to abide by his father’s rules. Peter said he had to live up to his biblical name, that he had been named for the Almighty, which meant he needed to keep himself pure and above abomination. That meant following his father’s instruction without asking questions.

      That last part was difficult for Christian. Even now, standing in the shadows alongside his parents, listening to Jess and Thomas Newcomber discuss what should be done, he had so many inquiries in his head. Thomas was a Guardian, like Christian’s mother. Since Culpepper had left, he had sort of appointed himself as the new leader, but Christian could see it bothered Peter. He didn’t like being told what to do.

      Neither did Christian, which made it all the harder not to ask questions when he was given the instructions his father barked at him without explanation. Curious, he always wanted to know how everything worked. Sometimes, when his father was out tending to crops, mostly a cover, though his family did have to eat, Christian would take household items apart and put them back together. They didn’t have too many gadgets, but the small ones they did have, the tools his father used to fix the carriage, farming equipment, even the carriage itself… if his father knew how many times Christian had taken those items apart and put them back together, well, Christian would find out what it felt like to be backhanded across the room quickly enough. Since he had yet to Transform and was still a human, something told him it would hurt him more than it hurt his mother.

      “I’ll go in from the right with Jess,” Thomas was saying to Peter and Elizabeth. “The two of you go round back.” His eyes went to Christian and he sighed, shaking his head. He’d made it clear earlier that he agreed with Elizabeth that the child shouldn’t be there. “Can the boy stay here by himself this time?”

      “Don’t be absurd,” Peter replied, his whispering voice the same as what everyone else would consider normal talking. “He’ll go with us.”

      “What if….” Thomas shook his head again, knowing it would do no good. “Be careful, son,” he said, putting his large, rough hand on Christian’s shoulder. “These monsters are dangerous.”

      Looking up at him, Christian nodded, swallowing hard. He could already feel the perspiration springing up along his hairline and behind his ears. He didn’t want to be here either, but his father thought it was important for him to witness as many slayings as possible so that, when he was able to Transform at seventeen, killing would come naturally. He hoped by then Christian would have learned so much from watching him and his mother in action that he’d be some sort of super-Guardian, an unstoppable machine that could take out bloodsuckers by the dozen and rid the Pennsylvania farmland of them for good.

      Christian just wanted to go home and curl up next to his sister in the loft, say his prayers, and go to sleep, dreaming of open fields, wild horses, and his brown hound dog, Tipper. The last thing in the world he wanted to do was stand there in the dark by himself while his parents went to slay the beast. Strike that--the second last thing he wanted to do was stand there. The last thing he wanted to do was be involved in said slaying. He swallowed hard again, staring up at Mr. Thomas wide-eyed. Internally, he was begging the man to insist that his parents take him home, or that his mother stay there and guard him while his father moved in and helped destroy the creature. But Christian could never say those words aloud. His father would be embarrassed and angry. There was a new last thing on earth added to the list. The last thing on earth he truly wanted to do was make Peter Henry angry.

      “We’d better get on with it now,” Elizabeth said, pulling a revolver from a belt strapped at her waist. “The beast has been in there for at least half an hour. It’s bound to be done with poor Mr. Richter. It will be moving on soon enough.”

      “Very well then,” Thomas said, lifting his eyes from Christian’s face and turning to his father. “Shall we?”

      “Let us.” Peter’s enthusiasm radiated out of him as a bounce in his step carried him out of the shadows and toward the house. He did not wait for the others, including Christian. His mother, who was meant to protect her Hunter, in this case, Peter, did not move as quickly. Instead, she lingered with her son, one hand on his back.

      She didn’t think it was safe for him to be there. It was evident in the slow pace she was taking. Normally, she would dart about so quickly Christian had trouble tracking her with his human eyes. Now, she was moving so slowly, he could’ve been a step or two ahead of her if he’d cared to be. In all honesty, his feet didn’t want to move any quicker than they were. He dragged behind, hoping his father would reach the home and annihilate the Vampire before he even had to see it. The glimpses he’d gotten of the last scene were impossible to remove from his brain, and he didn’t want to invite anymore such images inside if he could prevent it.

      His father reached the cabin first, just as Thomas and Jess were going around the other side. A screech filled the night. Christian felt his sandy blond hair blow back from his forehead as the wind moved from the angry shout. It did not deter Peter Henry. He hurled himself into the small house through the open window, knocking the candle Christian had noted earlier off of the desk in the process.

      Christian saw the monster then, standing in the middle of the room, fresh blood dripping down its chin. Tall, thin, with dark hair and sunken, steel gray eyes, its mouth was open as it roared again. Out here, the closest house was almost a mile away. He’d wake no one--not even the dead. The only reason he’d been discovered was because the Guardians never slept and often spent their nights out and about searching for these creatures. Thomas had spotted him making his way through the woods. Rather than following alone and taking him out before Caleb Richter fell victim, he’d ran to the old church and sounded the bell, which called the rest of the Goodies into action. Humans who lived in the vicinity believed the bell meant a bear had been spotted, so they’d stay inside and bar the door as the appointed neighbors went out to track what they thought was a natural beast. It was all an elaborate hoax put into place by Culpepper, and it worked. Except not for people like Caleb Richter who found out tonight that bears were not the creatures he should’ve been fearing.

      This Vampire, staring at his father with cold, dead eyes, was not familiar to Christian. His mother had known some of the monsters she’d killed, known them in their former state. If her parents knew this man, they did not call him by name. As her father stood and raised his weapon, Elizabeth swirled her son around to look at her.

      Christian’s eyes met his mother’s, his bottom lip quivering. “Stay here. Unless it runs this way. Then, hide!”

      He nodded, not able to find the words, and then his mother followed her father through the window as Thomas and Jess came in from the other direction. The beast was trapped. And the house was on fire.

      Christian smelled the smoke before he saw it. He’d always had a sensitive nose, especially when it came to the scent of something burning. When the first plume of smoke began to climb up into his view from outside of the window, he wanted to shout to his parents, but his father’s first shot had not taken out the tall beast, and now, the Goodies were locked in hand-to-hand combat with a monster that didn’t seem to want to go down despite all four of them pummeling it.

      It didn’t seem to be afraid. In fact, as Christian stared at the monster’s face, it almost appeared to be laughing, as if there were something comical about the group punching, pulling, even stabbing at it. It was fighting back. It picked Jess up and tossed him across the room, into a desk. The wood shattered, spraying splinters into the air. Jess stayed down for a minute as Thomas hacked at the monster’s shoulder. If it weren’t his parents fighting an undead monster covered in a man’s blood, the corpse still warm at its feet, Christian might’ve also found the situation slightly humorous. He wasn’t laughing though, especially when he noted the monster was aware he was there, noticed him watching, and grinned at him, his long, sharp teeth picking up the light from the growing flames and radiating terror into the night.

      And then he realized it wasn’t necessarily him the monster was grinning at. It was something else--something… behind him.

      It wasn’t a sound that caused his head to turn. Not a snapping twig or a heavy footstep. Rather, it was a feeling, an idea, a sensation. The undeniable, unmistakable idea that someone or something was closing in on him from the darkness at his back.
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      With a deep breath, Christian turned his head and looked over his shoulder, praying that all he’d see was the dark night and a row of pine trees encroaching on Mr. Richter’s yard.

      Instead, he saw the gleam of two sharp teeth catching the moonlight, blood red lips pulled back in a snarl, and dark, steel gray eyes.

      A scream caught in his throat and the sweet sting of fresh urine hit his nose. His mouth was open, but no sound came out. Even with his limited exposure to these creatures, he knew what they were capable of, knew this one, a female with dark hair piled atop her head, ringlets streaming around her ears as she’d no doubt taken a hike through the woods to get here and couldn’t be bothered to right her mane, could rip his arms off before the scream even exited his throat.

      Backing up would do him no good, since there was a burning building with a similar monster behind him, yet his feet were moving of their own accord, no rhyme or reason to their instinct to flee. “M--m--m--” was all that would come out of his frozen lips. “Mother” was what he’d meant to say, to scream, to hurl from his lungs with all the life left in him. Only the first sound emanated from inside of him, and that only loud enough to make it a few inches from his face.

      It wasn’t his mother who came, though. He heard a shout behind him, something like, “The boy!” and then, a force collided with the woman from the side, knocking her a good ten feet away from where Christian stood.

      The Vampire had not expected it. She was caught off guard, and it was just enough of a surprise that Jess, whose jacket sleeve was on fire from hurling himself through the flames to get here in time, pulled a silver blade from his pocket and jabbed it into the woman’s throat. He began to saw at the tendons in her neck, cutting through thick sinews. No blood spewed out, as Christian would’ve expected, especially since she had clearly just killed someone, the red blood still dripping down her chin. Instead, tiny puffs of smoke came out the break. Jess cut quickly, his knife making short work of the thin woman, and a few moments after he’d first discovered her, he set his knife aside, grabbed hold of either side of her head, twisted, and pulled.

      The sound of her head popping off of her neck hit Christian’s ears in a way he would’ve never expected. Satisfaction rippled through his body, from the top of his head to his urine covered boots. Her death scream radiated through the woods, sending birds and other small creatures spraying out into the dark.

      Jess turned to look at him, his eyes wide as he looked at the boy. “Are you well?”

      Christian’s head bobbed up and down as he stared into the bloodshot eyes of the man kneeling next to the body. A split second later, the Vampire’s body dissolved into a pile of ash. A slight breeze began to pick her up and spread her across the dirt, out into the grass, into the tree trunks, the debris on the forest floor, out into the world.

      The scent of burning timber reminded him that the cabin was on fire, and his parents were still inside. There was the small matter of the other Vampire as well. Christian turned to see the other creature had fallen, likely giving up once he realized his significant other was not successful in sneaking off with the child. Christian peered through the smoke and rising flames to see his father jab a knife similar to the one Jess had used into the monster’s chest time and again. Eventually, it was enough. Like his partner, this Vampire shrieked, though his was more of a deep moan than a banshee’s cry, and then he faded away. His ashes would mingle with the charred cabin, the two becoming one.

      His mother was the first to exit Richter’s place, flying out through the only other window, one yet to be licked by flames. She immediately threw her arms around her son. “Christian! Are you hurt?”

      “No,” was all he managed to say. She pulled him close, smashing his body against hers. The realization that his urine soaked pants would wet hers caused his face to redden, but if his mother even noticed his initial reaction to the Vampire, she said nothing.

      As soon as Peter and Thomas were out of the building, Elizabeth stood, turning to face her husband. “I told you! This was a mistake! An ignorant, foolish mistake!”

      “Bite your tongue woman!” Peter snarled. His wife was still a good ten feet away from him, but he drew back his hand as if he would strike her anyway.

      Elizabeth did not back down. “He does not come with us again! Not until he is much older. We almost lost him tonight! He cannot be the superior Guardian you hope to manifest if he is dead! Or one of them!”

      Peter kept his arm cocked and stared at her as if she were one of the monsters. They held those positions for what seemed like several minutes to Christian, though later he’d think back on that moment and realize it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds.

      “Let us discuss this another time,” Thomas said, his voice more friendly now than authoritative, likely because he didn’t wish to further anger Peter. “We must put this fire out so that the surrounding trees do not catch. Peter, can you fetch the pail from the well? Jess, there’s a nearby creek.”

      Jess was up and headed to fetch water. What he would carry it in, Christian didn’t know, but he also didn’t care. His eyes were on his father. Slowly, Peter lowered his hand, his mouth pressed tightly in a thin line. He kept his stare fixed on his wife as long as possible as he turned and headed around the side of the house to fetch the pail.

      “Elizabeth,” Thomas said, stepping over and resting his hands on Christian’s shoulders. “Take him home. Make sure your family is safe, and then, see if you can determine where the wench found her drink.”

      His mother’s head rocked back and forth, her blonde hair picking up the moonlight. For the first time in his life, he’d seen his mother stand up to his father and win. He could only wonder what would happen later, when the two of them were alone. Would Peter Henry put his wife in her place?

      Elizabeth took him by the hand and led him through the forest, not hurrying him the way his father always did. Christian couldn’t remember the last time he’d held his mother’s hand. He’d been trying so hard lately to be a man, to be an adult, to make his father proud. As the shadows around them seemed to dance and form faces similar to the gruesome one he’d looked up into earlier, he was content to be a small child and let his mother care for him.

      “That must’ve been quite frightening,” she said, her voice soft. “You’ll be safe now, though.”

      “Will I?” He wanted to believe her, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever feel safe again. “Grandmother isn’t a Guardian. She can’t protect our home from Vampires should one strike.” Everyone born of their blood had a choice as to whether or not they Transformed, unless, of course, a Vampire came after them directly when they were between the ages of seventeen and twenty-one when one was capable of Transforming. Christian wasn’t sure what it was inside of his body that made him able to turn into a Guardian while his friends down the road from their house would always be human, but he recognized that it came from his parents, specifically his mother. Since she was a Guardian, that’s what he would be. If she had been a human, he would become a Hunter like his father. It was always the mother’s bloodline that dominated, unless she was human.

      “Grandmother did not Transform, but there are others nearby keeping careful watch. Not all of the Goodies choose to fight. Some choose to protect instead. You’ll be safe, dear. I promise.” She bent and kissed the top of his head as the cabin came into view. He wanted to ask, if that was the case, then how had the Vampire woman managed to find someone from which to drink? Why wasn’t anyone looking out for poor Caleb Richter? He asked neither question, though, only walked along, still holding her hand.

      The worry in the back of his mind that perhaps it was his Grandmother Ruth or his sister, Abigail, who’d nourished the Vampire was vanquished when he heard his grandmother snoring and saw his sister’s face as she leaned over the loft, her expression relaxing as she saw them. She smiled down at him, and Christian gave her a small wave of reassurance, though he realized if she were to discover he’d wet himself, he’d never live it down.

      Elizabeth had let go of his hand as they came in the door. “Wash up, put on your nightdress, and leave your clothes here for me to wash out,” she whispered.

      Christian nodded and did as he was told. His mother gave a small wave and then headed back out the door to complete the assignment Thomas had given her.
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      Christian hurried in the darkness to change his clothing and wash up. Despite the idea that he wasn’t sure about those others who were watching his home to keep them safe, he knew he’d feel better once he was snuggled in bed with Abigail. She always wrapped her arm around him and comforted him. Five years older than him, at thirteen, she was only a few years shy of being able to Transform should she want to. The topic rarely came up. Peter didn’t want to discuss it, and Abigail did her best to stay out of her father’s line of sight when possible.

      Every shadow seemed sinister as Christian changed clothes and set his soiled clothing where his mother would find it but his father wouldn’t notice it. Then, he scurried up the ladder to the loft, only finding solace when he slid beneath the covers next to his sister.

      “How was it?” she whispered. “Did you see one?”

      “Yes,” he said, his voice soft with fear. “Two.”

      “Goodness!” Her exclamation was still a whisper, not that anything would wake Grandmother from her sleep, except, perhaps, a Vampire. “Were you frightened?”

      Torn between sounding brave and deterring his sister from ever putting herself in the position he found himself in only a short time ago, Christian wasn’t sure how to answer. He had enough of his father in him not to want to sound weak and enough of his mother in him to want to be honest. “I was frightened,” he finally admitted. “But I am safe now.”

      “I’m glad that Father doesn't seem to want me to become a Guardian,” she said, rolling over onto her back. The ceiling was only a few feet above their faces, but Christian didn’t turn with her. He didn’t want to avert his gaze from his sister’s form, one of the few places he felt it was safe to look. “I do not think it is the path for me.”

      Christian thought she might feel that way. “Do you not long for the safety of knowing they cannot destroy you, though?” he asked. He wished he were the one almost old enough to Transform. Whether or not he wanted to hunt Vampires, he knew he didn’t want to be one. Only becoming a Guardian could guarantee that wouldn’t happen.

      She shook her head. “No. I believe Mother and Father will keep me safe. But I do not fear dying, Christian. I do not want to be like them, to hunt humans and drink their blood, but I do not believe I should like to live forever either.”

      He hadn’t given much thought to what it might be like to live on and on for hundreds of years. His mother was one hundred twenty-seven when he was born. His father wasn’t nearly as old at fifty-eight, but then Hunters didn’t live forever like Guardians. Eventually, they would die of old age, if a Vampire didn’t kill them. The only way for a Guardian to die was through the hand of a Hunter.

      “I do not think I should like to live forever either,” he said as Abigail turned her head to look at him. “Perhaps I might… if I met a woman and had a family. If she were also able to live forever. We could be… happy.”

      “Do you think there is such a thing?” Abigail asked. “Mother and Father are not happy.”

      She didn’t need to tell him that. He already knew. “I might be different.”

      “You might be the same.” She looked away, and for the first time, it occurred to him that she didn’t like the way their father treated their mother. Christian didn’t care for it either, but he had accepted it. That was simply the way it was. The Bible said so. The man was the ruler of the family. The wife and children were to submit.

      But Abigail was right in another sense. He didn’t want a wife he felt the need to order around. He wanted a partner in life, someone who looked at him as if he hung the stars; someone who made his heart flutter whenever he looked at her. He’d seen pairings like that in the little village nearby, where they’d go to get supplies from time to time, and he wished he’d have a similar arrangement once he reached his age of maturity. But girls were a mystery to him. Even seeing the ones his age out with their mothers, he didn’t know how to speak to them. At Sunday service, he couldn’t get past a greeting. His mother would insist he’d say more, and the most idiotic phrases would come to mind. “Your bonnet is white,” he’d said once, stating the obvious. “My name is Christian Henry.” She knew that…. She’d known him her whole life. He didn’t know how to speak to them. He only knew he liked them.

      Thinking about finding a wife someday, of falling in love and having a happy marriage, a happy life, with children, perhaps a larger cabin than this one, eased the terror he’d been experiencing since he’d seen the Vampires. Fear of rejection, of ending up spending thousands of years wandering the earth alone, looking for the one woman that could make him happy, was also frightening, but not in the same way the bloody Vampires had been. He found himself nodding off. When Abigail settled her arm around him, he felt at peace. The sound of his parents coming in a few hours later hardly registered. He’d been subconsciously listening for both of their voices, though. He needed to know they were both safe. While it was certain Peter wouldn’t let the insubordination Elizabeth had committed in front of the rest of the team go, at least they had both returned, and Christian could fall into a deep slumber knowing he was safe. His parents would never let anything happen to him.

      The idea that his parents had almost let him get eaten by a Vampire that very night niggled in the back of his mind, but he refused to give it wings. He was safe now. He could sleep.
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      Philadelphia, 1764

      

      The dirt road had turned to mud with the spring rain, soaking everything and clinging to his boots, making each step feel as if he were lifting a thousand pounds off of the ground. The horses must’ve felt the same way, dragging the wagon to town. If they hadn’t been out of some necessities, Christian would’ve waited to go, but he knew how important it was to his mother to have the items on her shopping list, so he’d fought the weather to come procure them. If he’d gone a little further into town, he could’ve benefited from the newly paved roads, but Christian had his reasons for choosing this particular shopping area, and little of it had to do with the fact that his mother preferred this neighborhood.

      A break in the showers was a welcome change for everyone. As he stomped his boots off on the wooden walkway, the sound of chatter hit his ears. Suddenly, the streets around him were full of people. Hay sprinkled over the deepest trenches by those who maintained the roads would be helpful for others coming to fetch necessities. Looking around, he saw lots of well-dressed ladies heading into the dress shops and bakery. Perhaps some of Philadelphia’s finest were out doing more than buying ingredients for baking and home maintenance.

      One of the items on his mother’s list was lace. She was working diligently on his sister’s wedding gown and wanted a specific ivory ribbon to finish up the decoration on the sleeves. He’d studied it closely before leaving to come to town so he’d be sure to get the right one. While sewing was not interesting to him, patterns were another story altogether, and Christian was confident that when he saw the same one, he’d know it.

      With a deep breath, he approached Mrs. C. DuBois’s Dress Shoppe, an establishment his mother frequented in better weather. The rain didn’t bother her one bit, but Peter refused to let her go “Gallivanting about in the muck and mire in front of others.” Elizabeth bit her tongue when he barked at her that way. Christian hadn’t heard his mother disagree with his father in many years, not since that night he’d nearly been killed by that Vampire in the woods, the last time he’d gone hunting, the last time his mother had worn pants.

      Inside the store, Christian heard chatter and giggles. He peered through the window, and a head full of blonde curls immediately caught his attention. She was here, working today, just as he had hoped. The realization both thrilled and terrified him at the same time. While he could’ve stood and gazed at the girl for hours, he’d have to find a way to speak to her. The last time he’d asked for her help in getting his mother’s fabric cut, he’d accidentally asked for “sink patten” instead of “pink satin.” She’d laughed but hurried to help him anyway, as was her job.

      He thought her name was Daphne, though he couldn’t be sure. Eavesdropping wasn’t his best quality either. When Mrs. DuBois was there once as he stood near his mother, waiting for her to decide on a pattern, he’d thought he’d heard the shop owner call the blonde girl by that name. She might’ve said something else. Not that Daphne rhymed with many other names. Perhaps she was merely scolding a part of her leg that was being uncooperative that day—a daft knee. He wanted to ask her, to say, “By the by, beautiful creature, what is it you’re called?” But attempting to let those words pour from his lips would no doubt be a disaster.

      Deciding it was now or never, and that never really wasn’t an option because his mother truly did need the lace, although he could go get the other items on her list and come back later…. No, it was now. Never wasn’t an option. Christian pushed through the door.

      Daphne, if that were truly her name, was standing near a brunette with eyes so large she resembled a doe and another blonde whose waist was larger than his grandmother’s, looked up at him and smiled. Did she recognize him, or was she just being polite? Was it possible she’d been waiting for him to come back to the store? It had been a few weeks.

      “Good day,” she called. “I’ll be with you momentarily.” That smile of hers lit her face, her pink lips turning up perfectly, her white teeth catching the rays of sun they were all so happy to see out at last.

      “Thanks you,” Christian muttered and then cleared his throat, hoping she hadn’t noticed his mistake. He thought he saw a flicker in her eyes, but she said nothing about it, only turned back to the other girls. She was attempting to convince the large woman that she needed an extra two yards of the fabric she’d picked out if she wanted her seamstress to have “plenty to work with.” He felt sorry for Daphne for a moment. It must be so difficult to speak to these rotund women, to let them know their figures simply wouldn’t work in the latest fashions, and if they insisted on trying, it would cost them more. Not that either of the women looked as if they were hurting for funds. While many of the rich and powerful families of Philadelphia lived elsewhere, the healthy economy brought on by trade and the port benefited many residents beyond the big wig politicians and others who lived in their large homes nearer the Delaware River and William Penn’s perfectly planned park.

      Christian wandered over to the lace. He saw the pattern his mother needed immediately. Once the shopkeeper was free from her current clients, it wouldn’t take her long at all to help him. Then, he’d go on his way, running the rest of the errands. Who knew when he might see her again? A wave of longing washed over him as he envisioned her here every day, smiling that dazzling smile at whatever gentlemen wandered in. Perhaps she already had a courter. Perhaps she was only working here until she was married herself, and then she’d be off to join her husband in a large house in a better neighborhood than this. It would be just his luck that he’d fall for a woman who’d already been claimed by another. He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. Whether she was or whether she wasn’t, it wouldn’t do to fret about it.

      His hands were clean. He’d made sure of that before he’d come in. That last thing he wanted was to dirty his mother’s lace. It was bad enough he couldn’t help but track some mud into the boutique. He wasn’t the only one to do so. The floor needed to be cleaned. His eyes danced around for a mop. It shouldn’t have surprised him that Daphne didn’t keep her cleaning equipment out in the open. She was far too sophisticated for that. Besides, even if there had been a mop handy, would he have grabbed it and cleaned the floors? That would be absurd.

      “I am being absurd,” he murmured, staring at the lace but listening to the conversation. It seemed fitting that the large woman’s name was Fanny. He heard the other woman call her that, saying, “Fanny, you truly should listen to the expert. I would get the extra yardage. Just in case. If you end up not using it for your gown, you can always use it for something else. Perhaps a handkerchief.”

      Yes, Fanny Fatsworth, listen to your friend, he thought. Stop monopolizing the expert’s time.

      “Very well,” Fanny had said with a sigh. “It’s a bit more than I wanted to spend, but James won’t mind. He simply wants me to be happy.”

      It was no wonder Fanny Widehips already had a husband. Perhaps she’d let herself go after the marriage. Christian knew he shouldn’t be so critical of others. It wasn’t befitting someone with his name. Listening to his father do it might have made it come naturally, but that didn’t make it right.

      He didn’t stop, though. Amusing himself with comparisons between the larger woman and various wide animals, he kept himself busy while he waited his turn. The pitter patter of rain on the windows was a welcome sound. The women were leaving, and the fresh downpour, however light, might deter others from wandering in.

      “I apologize for your wait,” the shopkeeper said as she came over. The scent of rosewater hit his lungs as she approached. She was lovely and dainty. Christian envisioned picking her up and placing her carefully into his pocket, carrying her back to the cabin with him.

      “It’s no trouble,” he said, smiling and grateful the words had come out in the correct order. “How are you today?” He’d rehearsed that question enough times that it also came out without a hitch.

      “Well, thank you.” She gave a grateful nod. “Although, the weather could be better.”

      “Yes. It could be. Better.” He had been prepared to tell her he was also well and thank her for asking, so her statement had thrown him off. The awkward cadence of his response made her arch an eyebrow. “Rain is… really… wet.”

      Again, she was staring at him with a large question mark hanging over her head. He couldn’t blame her. What an idiotic statement to make! Of course, the rain was wet! “Can I help you find something?” she asked, eyeing the lace.

      How very professional of her not to comment on his stupid remark. Better to get him what he needed and get him out of her shop. “I need four yards of this one,” he said, pointing out the lace his mother had requested.

      “Oh, that’s a lovely choice,” she said, picking up the spool and carrying it to the cutting table. “Are you getting married?”

      Confused, Christian followed behind her. “No, but even if I were, I wouldn’t need any lace.”

      She laughed, which puzzled him. What was humorous about his statement? Did she think a man needed lace for his wedding costume? Surely, a seamstress, if that’s what she was, or at least someone who worked in a dress shop, should know better.

      “You are quite hilarious,” she said, stretching the lace out to measure it. “Can you imagine? A man needing lace? I thought perhaps you were buying it for your betrothed’s wedding gown.”

      That made perfect sense. He hoped she didn’t notice the color flooding his cheeks. She’d thought he was joking when he’d practically reprimanded her for making an idiotic comment, when he simply hadn’t understood the question. “It’s for my sister. She’s getting married. Soon.”

      “How lovely! You’re so kind to traverse out on a rainy day and fetch it for her. Is she making her own gown?”

      “No, my mother is making it for her.” He should’ve said our mother. Idiot! “She’s also her mother.”

      Again, the girl was giggling. Did she think he was trying to be funny again? “How convenient that you and your sister have the same mother!” Yes, she hadn’t realized he was simply incapable of making sense when he opened his mouth.

      Once the lace was cut, she carried it over to the place where the money box was kept and gave him his total. Christian reached into his pocket to pull out the money his mother had given him. Soon enough, he’d be out on his own, making his own money, one way or another. Would this tiny blonde woman mind that his true job was to keep the world safe from Vampires, or would she expect him to be a lawyer or doctor if she were to marry him?

      The thought gave him cause to see if he could bridge the topic of weddings to the question that had been on his mind each time he’d visited this store for the last several months, ever since she’d begun working here. “What about you?” he asked, handing over the money and waiting for his change.

      “What about me?” she asked, a coy smile on her lips. She counted out his change and dropped it into his hand, her fingertips brushing against his palm. Tingles radiated up his arm. He wanted to touch her more, to feel her smooth skin on his.

      Christian cleared his throat, pushing his hand inside of his pocket with the coins but not pulling it back out. “Are you... . That is… do you have…. What I mean to ask is… do you have….”

      “Oh, yes. I have one,” she said with a nod.

      Christian felt his face melt, his shoulders visibly slumping. How stupid of him to assume she might be interested in courting him. Of course she was married! “You do?” he asked. It was more of a statement than a question, though, as he stared at the floor.

      “Yes. Doesn’t everyone?”

      “What’s that?” Confusion washed over him as he looked back at her beautiful face.

      “Doesn’t everyone have one? A mother?” She began to giggle again, and Christian felt crimson paint his cheeks.

      “I meant to say….” The bell behind him chimed, causing him to turn and look over his shoulder. Despite the rain, two older women came through the door, bringing in rivers that made the mud he’d tracked in look like a small stream.

      She cursed beneath her breath. He heard her. This beautiful, blonde, buxom woman who might fit snuggly in his pocket said a swear word. His eyes widened. He hadn’t been expecting that at all. He recalled the time his mother had smashed her fingers working on the fence with her father and had said the same word, “Damn.” Peter had struck her hard enough to leave a bruise, which was considerable considering how hard it was to bruise a Guardian.

      “Pardon me,” she said, her own cheeks turning red. “Can I get anything else for you, sir?”

      “N--no,” he stammered, taking the lace. “Thank you.”

      She nodded and hurried off to help the dripping women. Christian put the lace in his jacket pocket to attempt to keep it dry and headed for the door. His eyes went to her one more time. He wasn’t sure what to make of this. She wasn’t quite what he’d thought she was. But then, how much could one truly tell about a person from a few encounters in a shop? He’d need to discuss this with his mother before he decided whether or not to ask any more questions of the beautiful blonde. Perhaps she wasn’t quite the one for him after all.
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