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      The odor of mildew assaulted her lungs as Cadence Findley made her way through the underground tunnel. Here she still had enough clearance to stand, though she was bent at the waist so that her shoulders were stooped, but up ahead, she was aware it narrowed even further, and she’d be forced to drop to her knees. How her Guardian, Elliott Sanderson, was ever going to make it through the smaller passage, she wasn’t sure, but she thought it might be fun to watch.

      “Moist. That’s the word that comes to mind. It smells moist in here,” he said only to her through his IAC, or Intelligence Assistance Communicator, a tiny chip each member of the LIGHTS (Lincoln International Guardian and Hunter Training Station) team had in their eye so that they could speak to each other and share other information without actually having to open their mouths.

      “Don’t use that word,” Cadence said, bile rising up in the back of her throat at the offense. “That’s the most disgusting word in the English language.”

      “What? Moist?” Elliott said again, just to annoy her. “You don’t like the word moist, Cadence? Does it bother you when I say moist?”

      “Seriously—knock it off!” she insisted slowing to throw an elbow at him, which only made him chuckle.

      “Fine, if I can’t say moist, I’ll just say the German equivalent. How do you feel about feucht?”

      “I feel like if you don’t shut up and let me concentrate, we’re both about to be feucht,” she replied as she sensed the walls closing in on them slightly. Up ahead, there was a corner, and that’s where Aaron McReynolds, the Guardian Leader and her fiancé, had told her the passage would narrow down to about two feet in height. She’d have to crawl on her stomach for approximately a hundred yards before she’d come to a grate overhead, which they could remove, and pop into the tunnel the particular group of Vampires they’d been hunting the last few nights happened to be staying in. The city of Houston seemed to press down on her slightly when she thought about it, and the fact that these tunnels hadn’t been used in ages made her slight claustrophobia flair up considerably.

      There were only four Vampires in this group, from what they could tell, and she had insisted that Aaron didn’t need to send anyone else with them. She thought she could handle it alone, but since the Vampires had been particularly difficult to kill recently, what with the return from hell of Holland, or Asteria, as she had been calling herself, Cadence had agreed to let Elliott come with her. Aaron would’ve done it himself except this was one of three such excavations going on at the same time.

      These Vampires had lived down here for decades, not really breaking any rules, and even when Holland had called for all of the Vampires all to move, to band together in an attempt to form an army and attack the other two Passels of the Ternion, as far as the LIGHTS team could tell, these folks had ignored her cry. But the rules of the game had changed now that Holland was attempting to kidnap more Guardians so that she could do experiments on them to find a way to kill them, and Cadence and Aaron had agreed they were giving no free passes to bloodsuckers, even those who had always followed the rules and only taken the lives of the underbelly of society. All of the similar raids they’d conducted since that time had been easy compared to the rescue mission they’d embarked on in Melbourne two months ago, where she and her younger sister Cassidy had gone in attempting to save their cousin Paul Larkin whom Holland had been torturing. Instead, Cadence had tangled with another demonic Vampire, Holland’s lover, Carter—or Perses as he preferred--and while Cadence had walked away the victor, it had been a hard fought battle.

      This should be a piece of cake.

      Thinking of food reminded her that Elliott was going to have a hard time squeezing his girth through the opening they were closing in on, and she wished that Aaron would’ve gone ahead and let him go through with the procedure they’d been discussing ever since the Vampires had raided the tagging center at headquarters and they’d been forced to use a second dose of Transformation serum on one of the young Hunters, Tara, to keep her alive. Aaron had promised that Elliott and Cadence could both do it, too, since it had made Tara so much faster and stronger than she was before, which was saying something considering the superpowers Hunters already had. But Aaron wanted to be one hundred percent sure it was safe, and Jamie Joplin, their resident Healer, still had a few more experiments to do before he could give the okay. Cadence really hoped that would come in the next few days.

      “You know, if I was stronger, maybe I could bust through the concrete,” Elliott said behind her. Even through the IAC, she could tell his voice was strained. They were crawling now, through what, she wasn’t sure, but it smelled pretty awful. She’d have to take her purple leather jacket and black pants to the dry cleaner on campus after this—that is, if they didn’t get shredded by claws or fangs.

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Cadence admitted, remembering the initial thought that had made her think of the Transformation serum to begin with. What if they got there and Elliott could bust through the ground around the grate instead of trying to go through a tiny opening?

      The point would’ve been moot even if they hadn’t just arrived under their location to see that he would be able to fit through, with a little bit of shimmying and luck. Even though she was aware that Aaron had her visuals, she still felt the need to tell him, “We’re at the location.”

      It took him a half-second to answer, and she imagined that was because he was directing the other teams as well. None of them should be merging here as the other tunnels and passages they were using to ferret out similar gangs of docile Vampires didn’t connect, but they were all in close enough proximity that Aaron was able to direct them from a parking garage a few miles from where Cadence was—and a few hundred yards above her head. She didn’t want to think about that, though, being underground. She wondered for a moment if it reminded Elliott of the time he’d been dead for eight months. Even though he had been cremated, she imagined if she’d been the one to die, anything remotely like being buried would make her uneasy. But then, this made her uneasy, and she’d been alive her entire life.

      “Ready, kid?” Elliott whispered aloud, likely seeing the look on her face, thinking she was either on the verge of panic or about to be lost to the world.

      “Ready,” Cadence nodded, sure of herself. This should be quick. Their intel said all four of the Vampires were hanging out in their little hovel presently, and Cadence hoped to take them out with four bullets. There was no point in messing around under the circumstances, even though she generally did appreciate a good decapitation.

      A close inspection of the grate above her showed that it was loosely screwed into the crumbling concrete around the hole. She thought she could likely push the entire barrier up and out of her way on her own, and since she was now wedged in underneath it with only about a foot of empty space around her, she figured Elliott couldn’t reach over to help her, but as she gave it a good shove, he somehow managed to stretch his long arms and help, resulting in the metal shooting up out of its brackets a good three feet into the air above them, crashing against the far wall of the tunnel. She didn’t have a lot of time to think now. The noise surely must’ve gotten the attention of the Vampires, so without even a casual glance at what she was projecting herself into, she grabbed ahold of the lip of the now empty entry point and slung herself through to standing.

      The moment her feet hit the concrete floor on either side of the grate casing, she pulled her Glock from her holster and flipped the after-market safety off. Four pale faces stared at her in confusion. They were stretched out on the tunnel floor, as if they had been about to call it a night, or maybe some of them had been sleeping already; it was hard to say, but as she stepped to the side so that Elliott could follow her, Cadence tried not to give too much thought to what the Vampires had been doing, what they were about to do, what they would never do again.

      The two women went down with bullet holes through their chests quickly enough as the men scurried, confusion all over their faces. It was clear they didn’t spend a lot of time above ground since their complexions practically glowed in the dark, which made them even easier targets. She didn’t stop to contemplate how old they might’ve been, who they were before they were Vampires, or how long they might’ve been undead. As the men took off in different directions, Cadence tracked the one closest to her with her Glock, hitting him in the back of the head first before lowering her aim and shooting him through the back where his heart was. The other one took several titanium bullets to the midsection as he dodged around, trying to escape her trajectory, falling at last once she made direct contact with his heart. Like the rest, he didn’t stay down for long as his body turned almost immediately to ash. With no wind down here, however, they stayed where they’d fallen.

      Cadence gave a satisfactory nod and then turned to see Elliott still stuck in the grate hole, half in half out, sort of like Winnie the Pooh in the honey hole. Despite the adrenaline still coursing through her veins she began to giggle.

      “I could get through. If I wanted to,” he argued. His broad shoulders had already crested the opening, which made her think what he said was likely true. That was probably the widest part of his ample frame. “But really… what’s the point?”

      Cadence tried not to think about how easy it had been. Even though her entire team had agreed that annihilation was their best bet, before Holland was able to sink her proverbial fangs into these docile groups and get them on the run, too, it still seemed a little too much like shooting fish in a barrel. Maybe that was because so far every clan of Vampires they’d taken out hadn’t really been a threat to begin with.

      “They had moved locations recently,” Elliott reminded her. “We did have cause.” He worked his way back through the opening to the narrow tunnel, and she realized now she’d have to crawl back out the way she came, which literally stunk.

      “I know,” she replied after he’d dropped through and started army crawling out of her way. This group of Vampires had taken part in a meeting not long ago where she was certain an attack on the Houston LIGHTS headquarters had been discussed, even though they seemed disinterested and had come back to their lair, the same as the other groups of Vampires her team was taking out at the very moment. She made sure the after-market safety was in place and slipped her Glock back into the holster before dropping through the hole. She was glad they could see so well in the dark since carrying a flashlight while crawling out of there would’ve been difficult.

      “Oh, no,” Elliott whispered in front of her, the soles of his boots stopping directly in front of her face.

      “What now?” Cadence asked, checking her IAC to make sure he wasn’t alarmed at the progress of one of the other teams. His son, Brandon Keen, who also happened to be a good friend of Cadence’s, as well as her sister’s boyfriend, was out with another Hunter, Aurora Howe, so a few panicked thoughts flickered through her mind until she was sure he was okay.

      “Rats,” Elliott said softly.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, assuming he was just using one of his old colloquialisms from the 1950s.

      “No, rats!” Elliott repeated, and she realized he meant there were actual rats in the tunnel.

      “What?” Cadence screamed. “Aaron said there wouldn’t be any rats!” There wasn’t much that freaked her out anymore, not since she’d taken to beheading monsters for a living, but she still hated rats, and her understanding was that Elliott wasn’t a big fan either, but before he could even say anything more, there was a skittering noise in front of them, and Cadence braced herself.

      There had to be at least three dozen of them, all the size of Pomeranians from what she could tell, though she closed her eyes and put her head down the second the first furry body brushed against her hand. Her biggest fear was that one would run down the bodice of her shirt, so she ducked her head tightly, feeling a few of the hurried creatures running directly into the crown of her head as they made their way around the two human bodies blocking their path. She tried not to scream for fear one of them would end up in her mouth as the sound of their claws clicking against the concrete tunnel and their squeaks of fear filled her mind. One of their skinny tales brushed against here ear, and for the second time that night, Cadence fought the urge to vomit.

      Even after they’d passed by, Cadence could feel them on her arms, in her hair, brushing against her hands. “Go! Go!” she urged her partner, wishing she could push him out of her way. She needed to get out of there, now, before anything worse should appear.

      “I’m going, I’m going,” Elliott assured her as he began to crawl foreword again. She realized he was spitting as he went.

      “Did you…”

      “Yep—right in the kisser.”

      “Aaron Joseph McReynolds!” Cadence screeched over her IAC. “You said there would be no rats!”

      Once again, it took him a moment to answer, and she assumed it was because he was busy, but when he did finally address her, she swore he was laughing. “Sorry, sweetheart. I guess my intel was a little off on that one.”

      “It’s an underground tunnel,” Elliott said, hauling himself to his feet. “Of course it had to have rats.”

      Cadence wanted to argue, to remind them that Aaron had said that there wouldn’t be any rats because such vermin always scurry when they hear a predator coming and will get out of their way, but as Cadence continued foreword, now hunched over again, but at least on her feet, she pondered what it might be that would cause a large group of rats to run together through a blocked passage, toward two people who were clearly making a lot of noise.

      “Oh,” Elliott said, coming to a complete stop in front of her. She bumped into his back and froze in her tracks. “I guess that answers that.”

      “Answers what?” she asked, wondering if he’d been thinking about the same thing. They’d have to discuss it later. In front of them, she saw two eyes and dozens of razor sharp teeth, slowly slithering toward her. “Is… that an alligator or a crocodile?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure,” Elliott mumbled as they both took a few steps backward. It was huge whatever it was. Cadence couldn’t see the tip of its tail in the dark, but it had to be at least eight feet long, and its snout was a good two feet off of the ground. If Elliott would’ve crawled straight into it, he would’ve been in a lot of pain, even though Cadence reminded herself that a reptile couldn’t actually kill either one of them. As Paul’s experience had taught her, however, sometimes pain was worse than dying, and Jamie wasn’t even in Houston with them.

      “Shoot it,” Cadence urged, pushing Elliott forward as she simultaneously stepped back.

      He drew his gun and fired directly at the creature’s head, but it didn’t go down. Instead, it snapped at him, causing him to jump backward into Cadence.

      “What the hell kinda shit is that?” Elliott said, shooting it again. The bullets had no effect, other than to piss the monster off even more, and after his Glock was nearly empty, the gap between them and the animal had narrowed to mere inches.

      “That’s not a crocodile,” Aaron finally said, almost disinterested, as if he’d just noticed what was going on.

      Cadence pushed the thought that there was something going on with her fiancé out of her mind. Now was not the time to dwell on how oddly he’d been acting the last few weeks. “Alligator?” Cadence asked. “Not that I care. Why won’t it die?”

      “It’s neither,” he replied, his voice even. “It’s a Vampire.”

      “What? A shapeshifting, backwoods, Louisiana Vampire?” Elliott growled as the monster lunged for him again.

      “I believe so,” Aaron said. “Take care of it like you do anything else.”

      “Why does he sound so calm?” Elliott asked her aloud, but Cadence stepped around him. She was tired, dirty, and was pretty sure she still had rat kooties on her arms.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I know how to kill a Vampire.” Without thinking about what she was doing, she channeled her inner Steve Irwin and pounced on the gator, or whatever it was, landing so that she was straddling it. She had fought shifter wolves a few times now and knew the key was to keep their jaws busy. She thought if she was able to occupy it long enough, perhaps flip it over so that it’s heart was facing upright, Elliott could stab it. “You have a knife, right?” she managed to get out as she struggled against the croc who just wouldn’t go down.

      “Yeah,” he said, drawing it out of the interior pocket of his jacket.

      Cadence used her entire body to fling the creature up and over, holding onto it with her knees, one hand on each jaw. It bucked and tried to pound her into the concrete beneath them, but her efforts were enough for Elliott to plunge the knife into its chest cavity. He took the blade out and stabbed again, several times, and Cadence could feel the animal start to weaken. Silver knives had worked better than anything else on the shapeshifting Vampires they’d encountered both in Melbourne and in Butler, Missouri, when they’d gone on a raid there right before Paul was taken prisoner. It was working here as well. After a few more jabs, the Vampire crocodile let out a loud sigh and crumbled into ash all over Cadence.

      She lay there stunned for a few seconds, not sure what to make of the entire reptile situation. Eventually, she came to her senses and jumped up, brushing the residue off as Elliott pocketed his weapon. “Never in my life…” she muttered, not even sure how she might finish that sentence.

      “You’re telling me. This is some crazy-ass shit.” He shook his head and nudged her along.

      Cadence’s feet started moving, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what lie ahead of them. Even if this tunnel was empty, they’d need some sort of an explanation for that last one, and she wasn’t sure who it would come from.

      A few minutes later, she could see the first grate they’d gone through, the one that had led to this larger tunnel, which was in the floor of a newer parking garage beneath one of Houston’s tallest buildings. The thought of standing in a stream of hot water in their hotel shower for a good hour or two made her walk a little faster even if she thought she had a few choice words for her fiancé when she saw him.

      As Elliott helped her remove the grate more discreetly this time, he asked, “Do you know the difference between an alligator and a crocodile?”

      After that last encounter, she was pretty confident neither one of them did, but she decided to play along. She slid the grate over and began to hoist herself up. “No. What is it?”

      Standing in the parking garage, she watched as Elliott pulled himself through and they returned the metal covering. “One of them will see you later, and the other one will see you after a while.”

      A guffaw escaped her lips despite the fact she was trying to be quiet just in case there were still humans in the parking garage that late at night, or early in the morning, as the case may be. She shook her head. “Did you just think of that?”

      “No, I think it’s a meme,” he admitted, walking back toward the SUV they’d parked all of an hour ago.

      “Since when are you a social media butterfly?” Cadence asked; as far as she knew his Smartphone was so old it didn’t even support most app updates.

      “Since I started raising a teenager,” he replied, producing some keys and starting the Enclave remotely. Cadence hurried across the lot and climbed into the passenger side.

      Mention of Brandon had her checking in on him again. He was fine—no rats, no crocs. Nothing but regular ol’ Vampires. She was glad Cassidy was back home in Kansas City with her parents, even though they hadn’t encountered anything too terribly dangerous. She worried about her sister despite the fact that she’d proven herself the last time she’d gone into the field. But that was months ago, and things had changed. Cadence knew she couldn’t protect Cassidy forever, but she’d try, especially in light of what had happened recently in their small town of Shenandoah.

      “Hey, you all right?” Elliott asked, steering them out of the parking garage.

      Cadence realized she’d gotten lost in her head again, something she needed to be more mindful of. “Yeah, fine,” she assured him as he squeezed her knee. “Just… thinking about Cass.”

      Elliott nodded, well-aware of the situation with Cassidy’s friend, Lucy Burk. “She’ll be all right. She’s a tough lil girl.”

      “Yep,” Cadence said, but she wasn’t sure she believed it. Her sister had been through so much lately. There were thousands of Hunters under Cadence’s direction now, and many of them were new recruits, like her sister. And Tara—who had almost died recently. And Cadence was responsible for each of them, a job she didn’t take lightly. Sometimes she wondered how Aaron had done it for so long.

      Thinking of him made her remember the rats and the gator. Cadence closed her eyes and leaned her head back, ready to be home. “From now on, why don’t we let Texas handle its own shit?” she asked.

      “Everything is definitely bigger here,” Elliott said, not answering her question. “Bigger rats. Bigger crocapires. Except the grates. Those seemed smaller.”

      She chuckled, thinking of him trapped. “At least you weren’t stuck when the vampigator arrived.”

      “True. They say I would live without my head attached to my body, but I don’t wanna find that out for certain.”

      “Me neither,” Cadence agreed, slapping him on the shoulder, her eyes still shut. “Me neither.” It was one of the many scenarios she hoped she’d never encounter, and if she lived to be two hundred, she could do without ever seeing another allipire again, too, but she had a feeling Holland wasn’t done throwing them for a loop. The sooner they put an end to the Vampire Queen’s reign, the better.
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      “That’s incredible!” Christian Henry gushed, looking at images of the vampire-crocodile Cadence and Elliott had dispatched on their Houston trip. They were back in Kansas City now, and even three days later, Cadence could still feel the rats crawling on her skin, despite dozens long, hot showers, and several apologies from her betrothed, none of which made it seem as if he was actually more sorry than amused.

      “What is it though?” Jamie asked, sitting next to Christian in the conference room where the team had gathered to go over recent missions. There’d been so many lately, these fly-by raids, as Aaron often referred to them, it was impossible to stop after each one and go over everything that had transpired. Since the retired Guardians from Roatan had come up to help, the Kansas City team had been dispatching groups across the country to work with the locals to take care of as many of these pockets as possible, and the meetings were more of an opportunity to talk about anomalies, such as this creature, than a rehash of exactly how each hunt went down.

      “Well, it’s definitely a crocodile,” Christian said, handling the picture. “Its snout is narrow, and its teeth stick out when its mouth is closed.”

      “I knew he’d know,” Cadence muttered.

      “Okay—but what is it?” Jamie repeated, taking the picture back and setting it aside so that Christian wasn’t the only one who could see it “Why would a Vampire take the form of a crocodile? In Houston of all places?”

      “Do you mean who is it?” Christian asked. “As in who did it used to be that it developed the ability to shift into a crocodile instead of the usual mist monster or wolf?”

      “Sure,” Jamie said with a shrug as if he thought that might be the only way to make any progress with the one person they all thought might know something about this phenomenon when Jamie admitted he’d never seen it before.

      Christian shook his head. “I dunno,” he admitted. “But it’s really cool.”

      Cadence bit back the sarcastic answer that was about to roll off of her tongue involving the question, “Why do we invite you to these meetings?” She turned to look at Aaron instead, who was standing at the front of the room. “Can we expect this to be the new normal?”

      “Yeah, can they just be any critter they want?” Elliott asked.

      “I have no idea,” he admitted with a loud sigh. “But the important thing is that the silver blade worked on it the same way it has the others.”

      “But if we don’t even know what’s a Vampire and what’s an animal…” Cadence began.

      “Does it matter?” Aurora asked, her long red hair falling on her shoulders as she raised and lowered them. “Even if it was a regular old alligator—”

      “Crocodile,” Christian corrected her.

      She narrowed her eyes and continued. “Crocodile, wouldn’t you have killed it just the same?”

      “I wouldn’t have wasted an entire clip of ammo on it,” Elliott muttered.

      “Maybe,” Cadence conceded, ignoring Elliott’s remark. “But… it makes me even more uneasy to know that they can pop up in whatever form they like whenever they like.”

      “We’ll do some more research on the matter, talk to some of the other old timers and see what they know,” Aaron said, but she could tell by his voice that he was placating her. He didn’t really seem as concerned about this new threat as Cadence was. Even in the moment, when she was literally wrestling with a croc, he seemed to think it was nothing to worry about. She wondered if it was the weight of everything else on his shoulders or if he was close to another break down. Since the last one had caused him to temporarily kill himself, she had to keep an eye on him, even when it seemed like there was nothing bothering him—especially when it seemed like there was nothing bothering him.

      “What else do we need to talk about?” Cadence asked, wishing this meeting was over. It wasn’t even that long, and she liked almost everyone in the room—with the exception of Christian who’d only been called in because she hoped he could explain the newest shifter. Since he couldn’t, she was ready to throw him out. Elliott, Jamie, Aurora, and Hannah Roberts were all people she considered friends, but when her eyes fell on the tech guy, she wondered if they could still consider bringing in Hattie, the tech guru from Billings, Montana.

      “Hannah, how are things in Iowa?” Aaron asked, pulling his chair out and sitting for once. It seemed like he preferred to stand anymore, another sign that he was on edge. He ran his hand through his light brown hair and narrowed his pristine blue eyes in the direction of his number two, a strawberry-blonde Guardian who had been a counselor in a former life.

      “Better,” she said with a nod that assured Cadence that what she said was true. “We’ve got a handle on things now that you’ve moved Maxine Campbell to oversee operations there. I think, whatever Holland was up to, it’s over with now, or at least she sees that she can no longer be successful.”

      Cadence let out a long breath she had been unconsciously holding and nodded. She’d grown up in Shenandoah, Iowa, and had only moved to Kansas City a little over a year and a half ago. It had been a few weeks since Holland had decided to make the small town her playground, and Cadence didn’t like to think about the havoc she’d wreaked in just one night when the LIGHTS team’s defenses had been lowered. Six people had been killed, all of them somehow related to a Hunter or Guardian one way or another, some distantly, others who would’ve been able to Transform themselves if they’d wanted to. Shenandoah had become a bit of a haven for their family members since Cadence’s grandparents, Janette and Jordan Findley, had decided it would be nice to have as many families as possible in one location, and while that idea hadn’t exactly taken off, it had been enough for Cadence’s father to move there.

      Now, Cadence wasn’t sure if it was a great idea that would’ve done better with more backing or a horrible idea that left many families vulnerable to attacks like the one that had happened in early March, the one that had left her sister’s friend Lucy Burk without a dad and cost so many other families just as dearly.

      “We’ve got two dozen Guardians there now, back to watching on rooftops, the same sort of procedure we ran when Cadence and Cassidy were at risk,” Hannah continued in her even voice. “I’m certain they’ll be fine in the short term, until we can shut this business with Holland down.”

      “We don’t seem to be gettin’ a whole lot closer to that,” Elliott muttered, tapping the end of a pencil he probably wouldn’t need for anything against the table.

      “I don’t think that’s a fair statement,” Aaron said in his calm voice. “We’ve gotten nearly two thousand Guardians to come up from Roatan. We have a good handle on Melbourne now, we’ve taken out eighty-two pockets of Vampires in the last month alone. The ones that are congregating, the ones Holland intends to use to invade our headquarters, are on their heels.”

      “Yeah, but those are the only ones that matter.” Cadence was surprised to hear Jamie disagree so openly with Aaron. He was usually more agreeable. “If we can’t get a handle on them soon, then the rest of these Vampires who really aren’t involved aren’t going to make a difference.”

      “They are involved,” Aaron argued, his voice a slight bit sharper than usual. “They just haven’t cooperated fully with Holland’s initiative yet. That doesn’t mean they won’t.”

      “So… what do we do?” Aurora asked, obviously as frustrated as everyone else. Her hands were folded on the table in front of her. Cadence saw a flicker of a look between Aurora and Elliott, who was seated to Cadence’s left, and for a moment, she thought it might mean something. Or maybe it was nothing…. “Remind me what we’re doing—waiting for them to—what?”

      A sigh of exasperation left her fiancé, and Cadence wished there was a way to tell a person to calm down that actually caused the person to do so. “We need to know for sure what Holland’s numbers are, whether or not that formula she came up with in late February that she thinks will allow her to kill Guardians is effective, and now, what this new shifter business is. I don’t like going in against dozens of Vampires that can do who knows what without that sort of information.”

      “But—if Cassidy can’t get it,” Aurora argued, “then we don’t have a choice do we?”

      “I think she can get it,” Aaron assured everyone, but really no one.

      Cadence wanted to shake her head. She had more faith in her sister’s ability than anyone, but her potential to see into Holland’s head had almost become a vice. Aaron was afraid to act if he didn’t know exactly what Holland was doing, and Cassidy couldn’t be completely sure of anything she thought she knew since Holland was aware that Cassidy had these capabilities. “I will talk to my sister again, right now, see what she can find out what Holland is up to, but in the meantime, we also need visuals on Spittle’s group. If we get a location on him and go in there full force, we’ll get rid of the direct threat of another invasion here. We should be able to do that.”

      “What about the procedures?” Elliott asked, his eyes meeting Aurora’s again before he looked at Jamie. “When can we do that?”

      “Well, if you guys want to attack right away….” Aaron was clearly using Cadence and Elliott’s decision to use the Transformation serum to strengthen themselves as a weapon against them, and she had no idea why.

      “I have no problem doing it whenever Aaron gives the okay,” Jamie said implying he was not the one hanging up the operation. He shrugged and spread his hands on the table palm up.

      Cadence’s eyes fell on her fiancé. She had been under the impression Jamie wasn’t done with the tissue sample trials. She wondered how many days Aaron had been putting it off, assuming everyone thought Jamie was still working.

      “Great. Let’s do it. Today,” Aaron said, standing and heading toward the door.

      Her mouth open, Cadence watched him go--like everyone else. But she didn’t get up and run after him as she imagined she might. Instead, she shifted her eyes to Jamie who looked as exasperated as she felt.

      “What the hell?” Elliott asked for all of them.

      She felt the weight of his eyes on her and turned her head. “Don’t ask me. I have no idea.”

      “Well, clearly, something is bothering him,” Hannah stated in her serene voice that usually kept Cadence calm but at the moment it made her want to throat punch someone.

      “Maybe you should go see what it is,” Cadence suggested. “He’s more likely to talk to you than anyone else.”

      “Me?” Hannah seemed surprised at Cadence’s assessment. “I would think you should do that.”

      “Nah, I’m just his fiancée. You’re his right hand girl.”

      Hannah looked around, and once she could see that she had the consensus of the rest of the table, she stood and quietly walked out the door. Cadence wished she hadn’t made the suggestion as a pang of jealousy hit her in the gut, but she knew there was nothing between Hannah and Aaron except a decades long friendship and years of working together. Still, she probably should’ve gone herself. She just didn’t know what else to say…. She’s already tried so many times to get through to him with no success.

      “So we jump on this before he changes his mind?” Elliott asked Jamie, as if it wasn’t a question.

      “I still think it’s a bad idea,” Christian said, standing and heading out the door himself. Cadence was relieved to see him go. Even though the tissue samples he’d tested himself showed nothing to be concerned about, he’d been against it, and she assumed that was because he was not on Aaron’s short list to undergo the procedure.

      “Yeah, I guess so.” Jamie didn’t sound so confident. “But let’s do it in the morning. Cadence, that will give you a chance to finish up everything you were working on, get Aurora up to speed on everything, since I assume she’ll be in charge of the Hunters while you’re out.” He gestured to the Amazonian redhead to his right, now that Christian’s chair was vacant. “And Elliott, it will give you a chance to… do whatever you do when you’re not hunting.”

      A smirk spread across Elliott’s face. “All right. More Cheetos and basketball.”

      Shaking her head once more, Cadence pushed herself up from the table. “Aurora, you wanna come over around 7:00 tonight, and we’ll go over some things?”

      “Uh, how about you come to my apartment?” The nerves in her voice couldn’t be missed, and Cadence realized she was avoiding Aaron.

      “Okay,” she replied thinking the location probably made no difference as far as content was concerned. “My kid sister still in the gym?” she asked Elliott who usually had a pretty good handle on where Cassidy was.

      “Yep. Shane should be about done with the sims though.”

      Cadence glanced at the time on her IAC and saw that he was right. Cassidy would be forever indebted to her if she made it over in time to pull her out of any of her training session with Shane, but Cadence knew how close Cass was to being released from training altogether and decided to let the Guardian finish up. She only had one more observation to go—which was ironic since she’d already been involved in so many hunts—but Cadence had decided not to break protocol so that none of the other Hunters would think that she was showing favoritism to her sister.

      She waved goodbye to Mrs. Carminati, the human receptionist who sat behind the desk outside of the office Cadence shared with Aaron. The kindhearted older woman was there even on days when the office was empty, doing Cadence didn’t know what, but she always looked busy with papers, something Cadence had no place for in her world. The elevator took Cadence to the bottom floor, and she stepped outside into a cool spring morning.

      Weather had little effect on her anymore, but the crisp air felt good in her lungs, and the flowers Juan Diego and the other maintenance crew members had recently planted livened the place up a bit. Cadence didn’t know much about flowers, but she thought these yellow and purple ones with the streaks of black and dots of white were pansies. They smelled good, and almost made her keep walking in the direction of the gym, despite what looked like an emotional interaction between Aaron and Hannah about a hundred feet to her right, closer to the apartment buildings.

      She couldn’t ignore it, however, and with a deep inhale, she approached. “You guys all right?”

      Hannah looked exasperated, an expression she rarely wore. “Yes, fine. Just… at an impasse.”

      “I can’t imagine.” Cadence muttered the statement without thinking, and when she saw Aaron’s eyes narrow, she realized now was not the time to remind her beloved he was often difficult to negotiate with. “What’s going on?” she finally asked. He looked at her but his expression didn’t change.

      “I’ll… give you some space,” Hannah said, fading back a few steps before she rushed off.

      He had his arms folded and leaned against the raised planter behind him. “Something’s about to happen, Cadence, something… not good. But I can’t quite put my finger on it, and it’s driving me crazy. Crazier.”

      “Don’t,” she said harshly, her finger pointing at him of its own accord. “You drive us crazy—that doesn’t make you crazy.”

      He pursed his lips, drawing them to one side of his face, but said nothing for a moment. “I feel like we need to be still for now, just wait and see what she’s got up her sleeve, but everyone wants to do something. I’m not sure acting is our best bet right now. And I definitely don’t want you out of capacity for a day or two for no reason.”

      “So you don’t want me to do the procedure?” She tried to keep the heat out of her voice. He hadn’t said she couldn’t, only that he didn’t want her to.

      “I think it’s a bad move at the moment, but I know I can’t convince you otherwise.”

      The idea that she was mule headed was almost as annoying to her as the idea that he was a perfectionist was to him, and the fact that he’d brought it up probably angered her as much as the earlier comment she’d made about his inability to be flexible had him. “Are you sure this bad feeling your having doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that I want to do the procedure?”

      He was shaking his head. “No, I don’t think so. But… I don’t know.”

      “So, maybe that’s all it is. Maybe once it’s over with you’ll feel better.”

      “And maybe once it’s over with, something will be very different, not just about you, but in the world, and you’ll have slept through it. Or maybe you’ll die and not come back.”

      Her eyes widened. “Is that what it is? You know Jamie won’t let that happen to me.”

      “No, it’s not. I don’t think so.” He ran his hand through his hair again, and this time, Cadence noticed some of the light brown strands clung between his fingers when he pulled them away. She’d never seen that happen before. Things were worse than she imagined. “I don’t know. Just… we’ll talk about it later.”

      She agreed now was clearly not the time to finish the discussion. “Okay.” She glanced over her shoulder at the direction Hannah had disappeared. Never in the almost two years that she’d been a member of the team had she ever seen Aaron and Hannah have even a slight disagreement. “What was that about?”

      “Hannah?” he asked, like he wasn’t sure what she was getting at. “She made a suggestion I disagreed with. I’ve never seen her get that upset before.”

      Cadence might’ve said “angry” instead of upset, but she didn’t correct him. “What was the suggestion?”

      Again, he hesitated, running his hands down the length of his face before refolding his arms. Behind her, Cadence heard Jamie, Elliott, and Aurora exit the building, knowing them only by their footsteps, not their voices as they were all quiet. She waited. “She just said she thought maybe I should let her handle more so that I could… relax a little bit.”

      Her head bobbed up and down. “And you insisted you’re fine, and she said you’re not.”

      “Pretty much.”

      A tear formed in the corner of her eye, and Cadence realized this was worse that she’d even believed it to be if Hannah was willing to argue about it. “What if she’s right?”

      He shrugged. “What if I can’t do that?”

      “You know she can do it. You know she’s capable.”

      “Cadence—this is the biggest threat we’ve ever had to handle, in the history of the world. I can’t just decide to take a few days for myself as the Ternion crumbles around me.”

      Part of her wanted to argue that he could, and he must, but the rest of her knew that her words would fall on deaf ears. “Okay,” she said quietly, wondering if there was something else she should do instead. Was there a way to contact the Guardian Area Leaders and ask them to work around Aaron, to direct their inquiries and reports directly to Hannah for a while? She thought that probably wouldn’t work since he would inquire straight to each of them if they didn’t report as directed, and if they all said everything was just peachy all of a sudden, he’d know that something was up.

      The tears somehow stayed in her eyes, though she was sure he could see she was on the brink of an emotional breakdown, that he could sense it. It was his gift, after all. Jamie could heal, Elliott could deceive, Hannah could calm, and Aaron could read emotions. So she really didn’t need to tell him what she had to say when she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. But she did it anyway. “I love you.”

      “I know,” he said quietly, squeezing her a little too tightly. He didn’t say anything more, but in her head, she picked up on the subtle tone of his statement, the question he didn’t ask--why or how. Why did she love him? How could she love him when he was so… unlovable, and she squeezed him almost as firmly.

      He pecked her temple and let her go. “Try not to put too much on Cass,” he said as he turned to head toward their apartment building. “She’s starting to get overwhelmed.”

      The irony was evident to both of them such that Cadence didn’t feel like it was necessary to point out the kettle was calling the pot black. “Okay,” she said for the millionth time that day. He managed a weak smile and a small wave, and Cadence turned to head toward the gym, wiping at a few wayward tears who refused to be contained.
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      When Cadence reached the building that housed the gym, a steady stream of new recruits was headed down the hallway toward the showers. She looked for her sister among them but didn’t see her familiar face.

      “Hi, Cadence!” Tara said seemingly out of nowhere, though Cadence realized she’d been so busy looking for Cassidy she hadn’t noticed the other girl. Her brown hair was in a ponytail and a few tendrils were matted to her face with sweat, but she didn’t look nearly as tired as the other kids—recruits—and Cadence imagined that was because she wasn’t. Another argument for going through with the procedure.

      “Hi, Tara,” she said, pressing a smile to her face. “How’s it going?”

      The other newbies in the hallway seemed to suddenly realize who they’d been walking past and there were some oohs and ahhs. This was an entirely new batch from what Cadence could tell, although she’d never paid enough attention to the new recruits. She didn’t recognize any of them except for Tara and Dax Forest who came to a stop behind his girlfriend. “It’s going,” Cadence muttered, trying to force her face into being nonchalant. “Do you know where my sister is?”

      “Yeah, she’s still in the gym talking to Alex,” Tara replied. “She’s so fascinated with him. It’s kinda funny.”

      “You should’ve seen her trying to impress him during the simulation today,” Dax, a tall blond who had only been on the team for a few months agreed with a chuckle. “Every time she took a shot, she wanted to turn her head and see if he was watching.”

      A flutter of panic rose in Cadence’s stomach. She didn’t know who Alex was, but if her sister was trying to impress another guy, what did that say for her relationship with Brandon? “Oh?” she said, trying to seem like it didn’t bother her, but her face was no longer cooperating.

      The pair didn’t seem to notice. “Yeah, it’s so funny to see her geek out on a Revolutionary War hero.” Tara giggled and then the two of them moved on down the hallway toward the locker rooms, and Cadence realized they weren’t talking about some new recruit her sister had taken a liking to. She felt better—about Cassidy anyway—and hurried to the gym.

      She saw her sister standing across from a short, thin man dressed in something one might expect to see in a Broadway play—set at the turn of the 19th century. Despite everyone’s insistence that Mr. Hamilton might blend in better dressed in clothes more appropriate for the current day, Alex had insisted that when he was at home, he would wear whatever the hell he liked, so it was breaches, knee socks, a white wig, and lots of other apparel Cadence didn’t understand. And since Alex had made it abundantly clear that he wanted to be one of the first Guardians to try the Retransformation serum as soon as Holland was stopped, there had been no arguing. This home would only be his place for a short while, if Cadence had any say about it. Then, he could return to Roatan with the others and hopefully die in a decade or two, though he wished it would be sooner. If the Blue Moon Portal legend was true, he wouldn’t die at all, but the team needed his help right now, so they didn’t dwell on the possibilities that even if the Retransformation serum worked for others, it likely wouldn’t work on him.

      Cassidy was so intrigued by whatever he was talking about, she didn’t even look up as Cadence approached. Alex was making some sort of a gesture with his arms, as if he were firing a musket, reloading, and re-firing it, and Cassidy’s eyes were wide as she listened. Cadence caught the end of the story, standing in silence, waiting for the Founding Father to finish. “And then, it simply sprang free from the cellar door, its fangs barred and dripping blood. So, I fired again, using the smoke as a screen as I discarded my musket and moved in to tear the beast’s head from its shoulders.”

      “And it worked?” Cassidy asked, still seemingly unaware of her sister’s presence.

      “Oh, yes. He was soon a pile of ashes there on the cabin floor. It was one of my first kills, but certainly not my last.”

      “That’s so fascinating,” Cassidy gushed. “I am always so amazed at how you were able to be so successful with such rudimentary weaponry.”

      “Yes, my dear. That is precisely why I say to you do not worry if these… Glocks and Berettas, as you call them, fail you. The true measure of a man… er, a woman, a girl, perhaps, in your case, is the ability to find the strength from within to do what is needed at precisely the right moment.”

      Cassidy’s eyes were glazed over like she was staring at a movie star, rather than what should’ve been a long dead politician. “Cass?” she said quietly, hoping not to jar her younger sister back into reality too harshly. “Can I speak to you for a moment?” Then to Alexander Hamilton she said, “Pardon me for interrupting.”

      “Aw, if it isn’t the elder Miss Findley. How are you this fine day?”

      For once in her life, she was glad that Christian was the way that he was—or at least that he didn’t still speak like it was the 1800s. “Good, thank you… kind sir,” Cadence stumbled, which made her sister giggle. She rolled her eyes and said, “Cass?”

      “Okay, yeah, sure,” her teenaged sister mumbled. “Thanks again, Alex.”

      “I am at your service any time, Miss Cassidy,” he replied with a slight bow, and Cadence literally grabbed ahold of her sister’s elbow and dragged her a few steps away as he headed across the room in the opposite direction. She smiled at him, not wanting to offend him for more reasons than she could name, but this was the first time Cadence had seen her sister with her head in the clouds since she first started dating Brandon. Even then, it wasn’t this bad. “Earth to Cassidy?” Cadence said, once they were away from the historical figure.

      “What?” Cass asked in a tone reserved for teenage girls. “I’m not deaf!”

      “Uh, you are infatuated, though. Does Brandon know about this?”

      Cassidy narrowed her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. “I am not infatuated. I just happen to take an interest in US history, unlike someone I know who totally takes it for granted and only got As because she sucked up to the teacher.”

      Cadence decided now was not the time to argue with her sister about her schooling or try to let her know she was gushing all over a man old enough to be her great-great-who-knows-how-many-greats-grandfather, particularly when the age difference between herself and Aaron flickered through her mind. Instead, she said, “Look, we need to chat. How long will it take you to hit the showers and meet me over at mom and dad’s?”

      “Ugh,” Cassidy groaned. “Can we go somewhere else? Mom is driving me crazy lately. Do you know my curfew is 10:00—on the weekend—unless I’m on a hunt? It’s 8:00 during the week. That’s so stupid. Brandon’s apartment is literally a floor above ours.”

      “Okay… how about Brandon’s apartment then? Meet me there?”

      “I have my schoolwork to finish still.”

      “I’ll tell Mom.” She knew her mother would want to make sure Cassidy got her academic work done before anything else, but Cadence thought if she explained they needed to talk about the end of the world as they knew it, perhaps her mother would make an exception, just this once.

      “Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “See you in twenty minutes?”

      “Sounds good.” Cadence smiled, though once again it wasn’t genuine, and headed out of the simulator room. On the way, she passed by the gym and several smaller fitness areas. Normally, she wouldn’t have even turned her head, but the sound of familiar laughing caught her attention, and she peered into one of the training rooms to see Aurora and Elliott standing unusually close to each other—much closer than they would need to be in order to carry on a conversation. She ducked out of the way before either one of them noticed, but the sight struck her as odd. Why would Elliott even be at the gym right now? If he worked out, which was infrequent at best, it was usually late at night. Aurora was the head trainer, so it would make sense she’d be over here, but… something was going on, and neither of them had mentioned it, which was bothersome since she considered both of them to be extremely good friends.

      She couldn’t think about that at the moment, though. There were far too many other pressing thoughts on her mind. The hall outside of the locker room was full of chattering kids again—she said kids, even though a lot of the new recruits were her age or older. Aaron said it didn’t really matter how old you were once you Transformed; it was experience that mattered most of all, and she got that in a real big way now. These people all looked like novices, teens who had no idea what they didn’t know, even if she wasn’t quite twenty-one yet and some of them could’ve been almost twenty-two. She could’ve been their grandma when it came to experience.

      “Cadence!”

      She heard Tara’s voice behind her as she hit the exit door and only slowed slightly. As much as she liked the new Hunter, she did act like an eighteen-year-old much of the time. Despite being much stronger and faster than any other Hunter now that she’d been brought back from death by a second dose of Transformation serum, Tara hadn’t been on any official hunts yet. She was almost through with her training and would start observations soon, but her only actual experience in the field had been the night Bonnie, a toddler Vampire Cassidy had brought home a few weeks ago, ripped Tara’s throat out. She also didn’t know jack.

      “Hey, Tara.” The other girl fell into step alongside Cadence. “Where’s Dax?” As far as Cadence knew, the two were nearly inseparable since Dax had sat up all night waiting to see if Tara was going to survive the attack.

      “He’s meeting me at the pizza place. Lucy’s supposed to meet us there, too. She’s so much fun. It’s too bad, what happened to her dad.”

      Cadence heard a question coming in the lilt of Tara’s voice. It was too bad—what happened to Lucy Burk’s dad. And the sixteen-year-old wouldn’t be able to Transform and start her training until her seventeenth birthday, which wasn’t for another few weeks. How she’d managed to kill the Vampire was still a mystery. While she’d chosen to go ahead and come here, her mother and older brother had decided to ride it out, staying in Shenandoah. Cadence often wondered if she’d be able to do the same, if something happened to a loved one, could she still live in the house where they’d died? Mr. Burk had saved the rest of his family by sacrificing himself to the Vampire who invaded their home that night, but he’d suffered and died just the same.

      “So… I was wondering… do we know… when we’re going after her again?”

      There it was. The question of the day. When would they organize on Holland? She had wondered the same thing. “No, not right now,” Cadence replied, trying to keep her voice light, as if it was all being handled. “I’m sure we’ll go after the smaller pockets first, then move up to the larger ones before we move on her.”

      Cadence turned the corner. They were almost to the apartment building where the new recruits stayed. Even though it had been decided that Tara and Dax would be staying in KC, they hadn’t been given new rooms in the other building yet, and for now, Lucy was staying with Tara because Cadence’s own mother had been too much for the girl; staying with Cassidy and her parents in a two bedroom apartment hadn’t lasted past a two week trial.

      “Right,” Tara said, turning onto the sidewalk that led to the building. The pizza parlor was in the basement. “It’s just… I was thinking…. Alex said, ‘Cut off the head to kill the snake.’”

      Her patience all but gone, Cadence asked, “And?”

      Tara took a step backward, as if she was now afraid of her Leader for her not-so-sweet question. “And… I was thinking, if we took out Holland, we might be able to handle the rest of them more easily.”

      Of course, the same argument had been made several times both to and by Cadence several times over the last few weeks, but when she was making the argument, she was overruled, and when she was listening to the argument be made to her, she was bound by loyalty. “Yes, it’s been discussed. We are still… discussing.” It was about all she could say at the time, considering so much was still up in the air. She was beginning to feel more than a little overwhelmed herself.

      Tara had a look on her face that told her that she wished she’d never mentioned it in the first place. “Oh, good.” She smiled and began to walk backward. “Okay. Well, if there’s anything I can do….”

      “I will let you know.” Cadence’s face hurt from fake smiling. Tara turned and hurried away in a blur, and Cadence was glad for her speed so she could concentrate on something other than why they were not going after Holland first.

      She made her way to the apartment Brandon shared with Elliott and was about to knock on the door when she remembered she’d said she’d speak to her mother. Since Liz Findley didn’t have one of those “eye computers” as she put it, Cadence decided to take the elevator one floor down and speak to her mother herself, in person. It might actually be faster than her cell phone.

      “Hey!” Brandon shouted after her as she was about to board the elevator. “What’s up?”

      “Sorry!” Cadence stopped and turned back, taking a few steps in his direction. “Cass and I were going to chat in your apartment, but I remembered I need to go talk to Mom first. I’ll be back.”

      “Okay. Where is Cass? Still talking to Aaron Burr’s side project?” He snickered like the fact that he hadn’t been killed by a friend and brought back from the dead somehow made him a better catch than the other Guardian.

      “Nah, in the showers now,” Cadence said, glad to see Brandon didn’t seem in the least bit jealous of Cassidy’s newfound fascination. “I’ll be back.”

      “I’ll be Beethoven. Unless he’s already hanging out with my girlfriend.” He laughed again, but this time Cadence picked up something she hadn’t the first time, a tinge of jealousy, and she thought maybe she was wrong with her first assessment. Maybe Brandon didn’t like Cass spending so much time with Alex after all. She gave his attempt at humor a small chuckle before heading into the elevator.

      It stopped a few doors down from the apartment her parents had recently moved into. Her father was now working at one of the other buildings with some other engineers on weaponry, something he’d become fascinated with once Christian introduced him to the possibilities. The other engineers were mostly Hunters and Guardians who preferred not to go out into the field, though Eli Findley wasn’t the only human, and whenever he came home in the evening, he was always excited to share what they’d accomplished. Cadence didn’t hear much of it because she was rarely at her parents’ place. She’d been so busy of late. And when she was there, her mind was usually so preoccupied, she didn’t hear much of anything. But then… that was anywhere.

      She opened the door slowly. Since Liz still hadn’t become accustomed to living so close to her daughters so she wasn’t always prepared to suddenly have guests. It had also been difficult for her to transition to apartment living, and Cadence was contemplating the possibility of actually building a replica of her parents’ house somewhere on campus, but that would have to wait.

      “Mom?” The living room was immaculate, just like it always was at home, and she heard her mother humming from somewhere in the back of the apartment. “Mom?”

      “Oh, hello, dear,” Liz Findley said with a smile on her face that beamed down the hallway before her as she approached. “What brings you by in the middle of the day?”

      Her mom kissed her cheek, and Cadence gave her a quick hug. As much as she loved having her parents here, part of her missed the independence she’d experienced in the time between her arrival and her parents decision to move to campus. “I just wanted to tell you I need to meet with Cass for a few minutes at Brandon’s before she comes back here to finish her homework. It shouldn’t take too long.”

      Her mom’s forehead crinkled. “Cadence, you know I want your sister to keep school a priority. She still has an entire year to finish after this one before she can graduate.”

      “I know, Mom. It’s important to me, too.” She thought back to the freedom she’d given her sister in the few months that Cass had lived with her and Aaron while her parents were still trying to finish up some things at home. She hadn’t been nearly as tough on her sister as her mom was now, and she guessed maybe that was because she wasn’t Cassidy’s parent. But her sister was smart, and there was no doubt she’d graduate from high school with a high GPA, on time, even if she was left to her own devices. Still, Liz seemed to think neither of her daughters were putting enough emphasis on Cassidy’s education. “It will only be a half hour or so.”

      “Okay,” Liz said, though her puckered expression said otherwise.

      “Thanks.” Cadence took a step back toward the door. “Once she’s done with her schoolwork, I’ll need her again, but I haven’t told her that.”

      Liz nodded, like it was to be expected. “She’ll have less time to play with her friends then.”

      Catching a giggle that almost slipped free at her mother’s use of the word “play,” Cadence said, “I know. She’ll understand. School and work first. Then friends.”

      “How is Lucy?” Liz asked, her tone changing. “I haven’t seen her since she moved in with Tara. I told her mother I’d keep an eye on her.”

      “She’s about as well as can be expected,” Cadence said, thinking back to the short-lived experiment of Lucy living under her parents’ roof and how that hadn’t worked out at all. Lucy’s parents had a totally different style than her own, and when Liz had insisted on checking on Lucy’s homework, etc., there had been some conflict. Things were probably better now, though Cadence hadn’t seen the girl in a few days.

      “I feel so terrible for them. Your father was good friends with her dad.”

      “I know, Mom.” Cadence realized her mom just needed someone to talk to. “Hey, I had a thought. Why don’t you ask Hannah if she wants to grab lunch sometime? The two of you would probably get along really well.”

      “Hannah?” Liz repeated like the thought had never entered her mind. “Why do you think that?”

      “I don’t know,” Cadence admitted with a shrug. “But she’s very motherly despite not actually being a mother. She takes care of all of us when you’re not around. Give her a call. Her number’s in that notebook I gave you.” Since her mom didn’t have an IAC it was necessary for her to have everyone’s cell phone numbers.

      “I’ll think on it,” Liz said with a half-smile.

      “All right. I gotta go. See you later.” Like a dutiful daughter, Cadence crossed back to her mom and gave her another hug and a peck on the cheek before heading toward Brandon’s apartment. She wondered if her mother was counting the time she spent speaking with her against Cassidy’s play time.

      Hearing familiar voices coming from the apartment, she decided not to knock and wasn’t surprised when she was able to open the door. Brandon and Cassidy were sitting on the sofa while Tara, Dax, and Lucy were sitting on the loveseat and chair respectively, a couple of pizzas on the coffee table. The teens didn’t even end their conversation as she walked in, though it didn’t matter since Cadence had no idea what they were talking about. Something about birds, blindfolds, and a river. “Hey, Cass, Mom wants you home soon, so can I interrupt?”

      “Sorry,” her sister said, as Dax finished his sentence, and no one jumped in with another comment, at least not while Cadence was asking for quiet. “What is it?”

      Cassidy didn’t seem agitated, just preoccupied. Cadence dropped down to the armrest near her, though she’d be speaking across Brandon. She glanced around at the others and decided it wasn’t anything they couldn’t hear. Even though Lucy hadn’t Transformed yet, she knew just about everything there was to know about the Ternion. “You remember I told you Elliott and I encountered some sort of crocapire last night?”

      “Yeah?” Cassidy said, leaning back a little.

      “We want you to see if you can figure out what that was all about. Can they shift into whatever they want to now, or was that just a one-time deal? Also, can you check and make sure Hines still hasn’t perfected his solution? We need to make sure Holland hasn’t made any progress on anything. It’s been a few days since you’ve checked in, hasn’t it?”

      “No.” At first Cadence thought her sister was saying she wouldn’t do it, but then she un-huffed her shoulders and said, “I check in all the time. Hines is confusing me. He seems to think he’s found something, and then he’s certain he hasn’t. I’ll check again. Also, something odd is going on with Holland. It’s almost like she’s sick or something. It’s weird. When I was in her head last night, she knew I was there, but she was ignoring me, and I felt… like sick to my stomach or something. Can Vampires be sick?”

      Cadence was taken aback. “I don’t think so. That is weird. Was she wounded or anything?”

      “Nah, I don’t think so. Maybe she’s just anxious. She still cries about Carter all the time. I mean…. All. The. Time. It’s annoying.”

      “Sorry,” Cadence muttered, not sure what else she was supposed to say. She hadn’t killed the demonic Vampire in order to annoy her sister. “Anything else?”

      “Just the same thing I’ve been telling you and Aaron both for the past few weeks. I know I can get a location on Spittle and the rest of the escapees whenever you’re ready to go. I think they’ve split into two groups, though. Maybe more. But I think I know where he is.”

      Drawing a deep breath in through her nose, Cadence said the same thing she had been saying every time her sister brought that up. “I know. We’re talking about it.” Why Aaron was reluctant to move in on the Vampires who had escaped from their very facility was beyond her, but she hadn’t been able to convince him it was a good move yet. “See if you can get some more info on that, too, I guess.” It wouldn’t hurt to try again.

      “’Kay,” Cassidy agreed. “When? Tonight? Does Mom know?”

      “I told her I needed your help tonight. She said that meant you’d have less time to spend with your friends.”

      Cassidy rolled her eyes, and Brandon squeezed her hand. He probably didn’t like having his girlfriend’s parents upstairs either, but he had never said anything negative in front of Cadence.

      “How are you doing, Luce?” Cadence asked, turning to her sister’s friend who was practically swallowed up in Elliott’s recliner. “Hanging in there?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Lucy said. Her light blue eyes didn’t have the same twinkle in them as they did before her dad’s untimely death. “I got all of my homework done, in case your mom asks.”

      Cadence tried to ignore the sarcasm in the girl’s voice. “She asked how you were. Glad you’re doing okay. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Actually…” Lucy said, and Cadence braced herself, wondering if she was going to ask for money or her own apartment. “Do you think it would be okay of I started watching the training sessions? At least the ones with Aurora? I know I can’t participate yet, but if I could watch… that would be cool.”

      It hadn’t been what she was expecting. “Yeah, sure. I’ll ask her,” Cadence said. It seemed like a good idea and a harmless one. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Lucy would’ve requested for Jamie to go ahead and try the Transformation serum or something much more difficult to agree to.

      “Thanks,” Lucy said, and Cadence nodded at her before pulling herself up off of the couch.

      “Okay, you should probably go do your homework before Mom blows a gasket.”

      Cassidy’s huff was back, and it billowed out of her mouth like a pocket of gas escaping a geyser. “Are you going back up there?”

      “Nope,” Cadence knew better than that.

      “Okay, then, how long did you say I’d be gone?”

      “Like, a half-hour tops.”

      Cassidy seemed to check the time on her IAC. “Then I have twenty minutes.” A wicked smile spread across her face.

      Shaking her head, Cadence headed for the door. “You kids behave.” She suddenly understood why Elliott always said he felt like he had more than one teenager now. Thinking of him reminded her of what she’d seen at the gym. She stopped with her hand on the doorknob. “Brandon, do you know where your dad is?” She tried to sound nonchalant, like she was just wondering, not like she knew herself.

      “No. Out doing important Guardian stuff, I guess.”

      “Right,” Cadence nodded. She really wanted to ask if he knew anything, if he was aware that something might be going on with Elliott and Aurora, but she thought, if she were Elliott, she wouldn’t appreciate someone asking her kid that question, particularly if said kid was oblivious. “How’s your mom?”

      “Better,” he said with a smile. “I talked to her last night. Rehab seems to be working. She’s signed up to take college classes in the summer.”

      “That’s awesome.” Cadence’s smile was genuine. Amanda Keen was getting the help she needed, thanks to Elliott, and she couldn’t help but wonder what life might’ve been like for Brandon if his mother would’ve let his father know he existed. “See you guys.”

      A chorus of goodbyes sent her out the door, and she supposed they were back to their discussion about whatever she had interrupted. There were lots of hunts going on around the world, other smaller raids like the one she’d participated in the night before, and she had Area Leaders to check in with, so she headed up to her apartment, thinking Aaron was probably in the office they shared across campus and would most likely rather be alone at the moment. She’d let him have his space for now, but she knew something was going to have to change soon. She’d be damned before she’d lose him again.
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