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CHAPTER

1

Dear Diary,

I’m so scared.

My heart is pounding, my mouth is dry and my hands are shaking. I’ve faced so much and survived: vampires, werewolves, phantoms. Things I never imagined were real. And now I’m terrified. Why?

Simply because I’m leaving home.

And I know that it’s completely, insanely ridiculous. I’m barely leaving home, really. I’m going to college, only a few hours’ drive from this darling house where I’ve lived since I was a baby. No, I’m not going to start crying again. I’ll be sharing a room with Bonnie and Meredith, my two best friends in the whole world. In the same dorm, only a couple of floors away will be my beloved Stefan. My other best friend, Matt, will be just a short walk across campus. Even Damon will be in an apartment in the town nearby.

Honestly, I couldn’t stick any closer to home unless I never moved out of this house at all. I’m being such a wimp. But it seems like I just got my home back – my family, my life – after being exiled for so long, and now I suddenly have to leave again.

I suppose I’m scared partly because these last few weeks of summer have been wonderful. We packed all the enjoyment we would have been having these past few months – if it hadn’t been for fighting the kitsune, travelling to the Dark Dimension, battling the jealousy phantom, and all the other Extremely Not Fun things we’ve done – into three glorious weeks. We had picnics and sleepovers and went swimming and shopping. We took a trip to the county fair, where Matt won Bonnie a stuffed tiger and turned bright red when she squealed and leaped into his arms. Stefan even kissed me as we sat on the top of the Ferris wheel, just like any normal guy might kiss his girlfriend on a beautiful summer night.

We were so happy. So normal in a way I thought we could never be again.

That’s what’s frightening me, I guess. I’m scared that these few weeks have been a bright golden interlude and now that things are changing, we’ll be heading back into darkness and horror. It’s like that poem we read in English class last autumn says: Nothing gold can stay. Not for me.

Even Damon …



The clatter of feet in the hallway downstairs distracted her, and Elena Gilbert’s pen slowed. She glanced up at the last couple of boxes scattered around her room. Stefan and Damon must be here to pick her up.

But she wanted to finish her thought, to express the last worry that had been nagging at her during these perfect weeks. She turned back to her diary, writing faster so that she could get her thoughts down before she had to leave.



Damon has changed. Ever since we defeated the jealousy phantom, he’s been … kinder. Not just to me, not just to Bonnie, who he’s always had a soft spot for, but even to Matt and Meredith. He can still be intensely irritating and unpredictable – he wouldn’t be Damon without that – but he hasn’t had that cruel edge to him. Not like he used to.

He and Stefan seem to have come to an understanding. They know I love them both, and yet they haven’t let jealousy come between them. They’re close, acting like true brothers in a way I haven’t seen before. There’s this delicate balance between the three of us that’s lasted through the end of the summer. And I worry that any misstep on my part will bring it crashing down and that like their first love, Katherine, I’ll tear the brothers apart. And then we’ll lose Damon forever.



Aunt Judith called up, sounding impatient, ‘Elena!’

‘Coming!’ Elena replied. She quickly scribbled a few more sentences in her diary.



Still, it’s possible that this new life will be wonderful. Maybe I’ll find everything I’ve been looking for. I can’t hold on to high school, or to my life here at home, forever. And who knows? Maybe this time the gold will stay.



‘Elena! Your ride is waiting!’

Aunt Judith was definitely getting stressed out now.

She’d wanted to drive Elena up to school herself. But Elena knew she wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to her family without crying, so she’d asked Stefan and Damon to drive her instead. It would be less embarrassing to get emotional here at home than to weep all over Dalcrest’s campus. Since Elena had decided to go with the Salvatore brothers, Aunt Judith had been working herself up about every little detail, anxious that Elena’s college career wouldn’t start off perfectly without her there to supervise. It was all because Aunt Judith loved her, Elena knew.

Elena slammed the blue-velvet-covered journal shut and dropped it into an open box. She climbed to her feet and headed for the door, but before she opened it, she turned to look at her room one last time.

It was so empty, with her favourite posters missing from the walls and half the books gone from her bookcase. Only a few clothes remained in her dresser and closet. The furniture was all still in place. But now that the room was stripped of most of her possessions, it felt more like an impersonal hotel room than the cosy haven of her childhood.

So much had happened here. Elena could remember cuddling up with her father on the window seat to read together when she was a little girl. She and Bonnie and Meredith – and Caroline, who had been her good friend, too, once – had spent at least a hundred nights here telling secrets, studying, dressing for dances and just hanging out. Stefan had kissed her here, early in the morning, and disappeared quickly when Aunt Judith came to wake her. Elena remembered Damon’s cruel, triumphant smile as she invited him in that first time, what felt like a million years ago. And, not so long ago, her joy when he had appeared here one dark night, after they all thought he was dead.

There was a quiet knock at the door, and it swung open. Stefan stood in the doorway, watching her.

‘About ready?’ he said. ‘Your aunt is a little worried. She thinks you’re not going to have time to unpack before orientation if we don’t get going.’

Elena stood and went over to wrap her arms around him. He smelled clean and woodsy, and she nestled her head against his shoulder. ‘I’m coming,’ she said. ‘It’s just hard to say goodbye, you know? Everything’s changing.’

Stefan turned towards her and caught her mouth softly in a kiss. ‘I know,’ he said when the kiss ended, and ran his finger gently along the curve of her bottom lip. ‘I’ll take these boxes down and give you one more minute. Aunt Judith will feel better if she sees the truck getting packed up.’

‘OK. I’ll be right down.’

Stefan left the room with the boxes, and Elena sighed, looking around again. The blue flowered curtains her mother had made for her when Elena was nine still hung over the windows. She remembered her mother hugging her, her eyes a little teary, when her baby girl told her she was too big for Winnie the Pooh curtains.

Elena’s own eyes filled with tears, and she tucked her hair behind her ears, mirroring the gesture her mother had used when she was thinking hard. Elena was so young when her parents died. Maybe if they’d lived, she and her mother would be friends now, would know each other as equals, not just as mother and daughter.

Her parents had gone to Dalcrest College, too. That’s where they’d met, in fact. Downstairs on top of the piano sat a picture of them in their graduation robes on the sun-filled lawn in front of the Dalcrest library, laughing, impossibly young.

Maybe going to Dalcrest would bring Elena closer to them. Maybe she’d learn more about the people they’d been, not just the mum and dad she’d known when she was little, and find her lost family among the neoclassical buildings and the sweeping green lawns of the college.

She wasn’t leaving, not really. She was moving forward.

Elena set her jaw firmly and headed out of her room, clicking off the light as she went.

Downstairs, Aunt Judith, her husband, Robert, and Elena’s five-year-old sister, Margaret, were gathered in the hall, waiting, watching Elena as she came down the stairs.

Aunt Judith was fussing, of course. She couldn’t keep still; her hands were twisting together, smoothing her hair or fiddling with her earrings. ‘Elena,’ she said, ‘are you sure you’ve packed everything you need? There’s so much to remember.’ She frowned.

Her aunt’s obvious anxiety made it easier for Elena to smile reassuringly and hug her. Aunt Judith held her tight, relaxing for a moment, and sniffed. ‘I’m going to miss you, sweetheart.’

‘I’ll miss you, too,’ Elena said, and squeezed her closer, feeling her own lips tremble. She gave a shaky laugh. ‘But I’ll be back. If I forgot anything, or if I get homesick, I’ll run right back for a weekend. I don’t have to wait for Thanksgiving.’

Next to them, Robert shifted from one foot to the other and cleared his throat. Elena let go of Aunt Judith and turned to him.

‘Now, I know college students have a lot of expenses,’ he said. ‘And we don’t want you to have to worry about money, so you’ve got an account at the student store, but …’ He opened his wallet and handed Elena a fistful of bills. ‘Just in case.’

‘Oh,’ said Elena, touched and a little flustered. ‘Thank you so much, Robert, but you really don’t have to.’

He patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. ‘We want you to have everything you need,’ he said firmly. Elena smiled at him gratefully, folded the money and put it in her pocket.

Next to Robert, Margaret glared down obstinately at her shoes. Elena knelt before her and took her little sister’s hands. ‘Margaret?’ she prompted.

Large blue eyes stared into her own. Margaret frowned and shook her head, her mouth a tight line.

‘I’m going to miss you so much, Meggie,’ Elena said, pulling her close, her eyes filling with tears again. Her little sister’s dandelion-soft hair brushed against Elena’s cheek. ‘But I’ll be back for Thanksgiving, and maybe you can come and visit me on campus. I’d love to show off my little sister to all my new friends.’

Margaret swallowed. ‘I don’t want you to go,’ she said in a small miserable voice. ‘You’re always leaving.’

‘Oh, sweetie,’ Elena said helplessly, cuddling her closer. ‘I always come back, don’t I?’

Elena shivered. Once again, she wondered how much Margaret remembered of what had really happened in Fell’s Church during the last year. The Guardians had promised to change everyone’s memories of those dark months when vampires, werewolves and kitsune had nearly destroyed the town – and when Elena herself had died and risen again – but there seemed to be exceptions. Caleb Smallwood remembered, and sometimes Margaret’s innocent face looked strangely knowing.

‘Elena,’ Aunt Judith said again, her voice thick and weepy, ‘you’d better get going.’

Elena hugged her sister one more time before letting her go. ‘OK,’ she said, standing and picking up her bag. ‘I’ll call you tonight and let you know how I’m settling in.’

Aunt Judith nodded, and Elena gave her another quick kiss before wiping her eyes and opening the front door.

Outside, the sunlight was so bright she had to blink. Damon and Stefan were leaning against the truck Stefan had rented, her stuff packed into the back. As she stepped forward, they both glanced up and, at the same time, smiled at her.

Oh. They were so beautiful, the two of them, that seeing them could still leave her shaken after all this time. Stefan, her love Stefan, his leaf-green eyes shining at the sight of her, was gorgeous with his classical profile and that sweet little kissable curve to his bottom lip.

And Damon – all luminescent pale skin, black velvety eyes and silken hair – was graceful and deadly all at once. His brilliant smile made something inside her stretch and purr like a panther recognising its mate.

Both pairs of eyes watched her lovingly, possessively.

The Salvatore brothers were hers now. What was she going to do about it? The thought made her frown and made her shoulders hunch nervously. Then she consciously smoothed the wrinkles in her forehead away, relaxed and smiled back at them. What would come, would come.

‘Time to go,’ she said, and tilted her face up towards the sun.


CHAPTER

2

Meredith held the tyre gauge firmly against the valve of her left rear tyre while she checked it. The pressure was fine.

The pressure on all four tyres was fine. The antifreeze, oil and transmission fluids were all topped up, the car battery was new and the jack and spare tyre were in perfect shape. She should have known. Her parents weren’t the kind to stay home from work to see her off to college. They knew she didn’t need coddling, but they’d show their love by making sure all the preparations were made, that she was safe and perfectly ready for anything that might happen. Of course, they wouldn’t tell her that they had checked everything, either; they’d want her to continue protecting herself.

There wasn’t anything she had to do now except leave. Which was the one thing she didn’t want to do.

‘Come with me,’ she said without looking up, despising the faint quiver she heard in her own voice. ‘Just for a couple of weeks.’

‘You know I can’t,’ Alaric said as he brushed his hand lightly over her back. ‘I wouldn’t want to leave if I came with you. It’ll be better this way. You’ll get to enjoy the first weeks of college like all the other new students, with out anyone holding you back. Then I’ll come up and visit soon.’

Meredith turned to face him and found Alaric gazing back at her. His mouth tensed, just the tiniest tightening, and she could see that parting again, after only a few weeks together, was just as hard for him as it was for her. She leaned in and kissed him softly.

‘Better than if I’d gone to Harvard,’ she murmured. ‘Much closer.’

As the summer had ended, she and Matt had realised they couldn’t leave their friends and head off to out-of- state colleges as they’d planned. They’d all been through so much together, and they wanted to stay together, to protect one another, more than they wanted to go anywhere else.

Their home had been nearly destroyed more than once, and only Elena’s blackmail of the Celestial Court had restored it and saved their families. They couldn’t leave.

Not while they were the only ones standing against the darkness out there, the darkness that would be drawn for ever to the Power of the magical ley lines that crossed the area around Fell’s Church. Dalcrest was close enough that they’d be able to come back if danger threatened again.

They needed to protect their home.

So Stefan had gone down to the administrative offices at Dalcrest and used his vampire mojo. Suddenly Matt had the football scholarship to Dalcrest he’d turned down in favour of Kent State back in the spring, and Meredith was not only expected as an incoming freshman but was housed in a triple room in the best dorm on campus with Bonnie and Elena. The supernatural had worked for them, for a change.

Still, she’d had to give up a couple of dreams to get here. Harvard. Alaric by her side.

Meredith shook her head. Those dreams were incompatible, anyway. Alaric couldn’t have come to Harvard with her. He was staying here in Fell’s Church to research the origins of all the supernatural things that had happened during the town’s history. Luckily, Duke University was letting him count this towards his dissertation on the paranormal. And he’d be able to monitor the town for danger at the same time. They’d have to be apart for now, no matter where Meredith chose to go, but at least Dalcrest was a manage able drive away.

Alaric’s skin had a soft tan and a scattering of golden freckles across his cheekbones. Their faces were so close she could feel the warmth of his breath.

‘What’re you thinking?’ His voice was a low murmur.

‘Your freckles,’ she said. ‘They’re gorgeous.’ Then she took a breath and pulled away. ‘I love you,’ Meredith said, and then rushed on before a wave of longing could overwhelm her, ‘I have to go.’ She picked up one of the suitcases sitting by the car and swung it into the boot.

‘I love you, too,’ Alaric said, and caught her hand and held it tightly for a moment, looking into her eyes. Then he let go and put the last suitcase into the boot and slammed the lid.

She kissed him, quick and hard, and hurried herself into the driver’s seat. Once she was safely seated, belted in, the engine running, she let herself look at him again.

‘Bye,’ she said through the open window. ‘I’ll call you tonight. Every night.’

Alaric nodded. His eyes were sad, but he smiled and held up a hand in farewell.

Meredith backed out of the driveway carefully. Her hands were at ten and two, and she kept her eyes on the road and her breathing steady. Without even looking, she knew Alaric was standing in the driveway, watching her car drive out of sight. She pressed her lips together firmly. She was a Sulez. She was a vampire hunter, a star student and completely level-headed in all situations.

She didn’t need to cry; after all, she would see Alaric again. Soon. In the meantime, she would be a true Sulez: ready for anything.



Dalcrest was beautiful, Elena thought. She’d been here before, of course. She, Bonnie and Meredith had driven all the way up for a frat party during junior year, when Meredith had been dating a college boy. And she dimly remembered her parents bringing her for an alumni family event when she was little.

But now that she was part of the college, now that it would be her home for the next four years, everything looked different.

‘Pretty swanky,’ Damon commented as the car swept between the great gilded gates at the college’s entrance and drove on past buildings of faux Georgian brick and neo classical marble. ‘For America, that is.’

‘Well, we can’t all grow up in Italian palaces,’ Elena answered absently, very conscious of the light pressure of his thigh alongside hers. She was sitting in the front of the truck between Stefan and Damon, and there wasn’t a lot of room. Having both of them so close was awfully distracting.

Damon rolled his eyes and drawled to Stefan, ‘Well, if you have to play human and attend college again, little brother, at least you didn’t choose too hideous a spot. And, of course, the company will make up for every inconvenience,’ he added gallantly with a glance at Elena. ‘But I still think that it’s a waste of time.’

‘And yet, here you are,’ Elena said.

‘I’m only here to keep you out of trouble,’ he retorted.

‘You’ll have to excuse Damon,’ Stefan said to Elena lightly. ‘He doesn’t understand. He was thrown out of university back in the old days.’

Damon laughed. ‘But I had great fun while I was there,’ he said. ‘There were all kinds of pleasures a man of means could have at university. I imagine things have changed a bit though.’

They were needling each other, Elena knew, but there wasn’t that hard, bitter edge to their sparring that used to be there. Damon was smiling over her head at Stefan with a wry affection, and Stefan’s fingers were loose and relaxed on the steering wheel.

She put a hand on Stefan’s knee and squeezed. Damon tensed next to her, but when she glanced over at him, he was gazing ahead through the windscreen, his face neutral. Elena took her hand off Stefan’s knee. The last thing she wanted to do was disturb the delicate balance between the three of them.

‘Here we are,’ Stefan said, pulling up to an ivy-covered building. ‘Pruitt House.’

The dorm loomed above them, a tall brick building with a turret on one side, windows glittering in the after noon sun.

‘It’s supposed to be the nicest dorm on campus,’ Elena said.

Damon opened his door and hopped out, then turned to give Stefan a long look. ‘The best dorm on campus, is it? Have you been using your powers of persuasion for personal gain, young Stefan?’ He shook his head. ‘Your morals are disintegrating.’

Stefan got out on his own side and turned to give Elena a courteous hand down. ‘It’s possible you’re finally rubbing off on me,’ he said to Damon, his lips twitching slightly with amusement. ‘I’m in the turret in a single. There’s a balcony.’

‘How nice for you,’ Damon said, his eyes moving quickly between them. ‘This is a dormitory for both boys and girls, then? The sins of the modern world.’ His face was thoughtful for a moment; then he gave a brilliant smile and began to pull luggage out of the back.

He had seemed almost lonely to Elena for that second – which was ridiculous, Damon was never lonely – but that fleeting impression was enough to make her say impetuously, ‘You could come to college with us, Damon. It’s not too late, not if you used your Power to enroll. You could live on campus with us.’

She felt Stefan freeze. Then he took a slow breath and slid up next to Damon, reaching for a stack of boxes. ‘You could,’ he said casually. ‘It might be more fun than you think to try college again.’

Damon shook his head, scoffing, ‘No, thank you. I parted ways with academia several centuries ago. I’ll be much happier in my new apartment in town, where I can keep an eye on you without having to slum with students.’

He and Stefan smiled at each other with what looked like perfect understanding.

Right, Elena thought, with a curious mixture of relief and disappointment. She hadn’t seen the new apartment yet, but Stefan had assured her that Damon would be, as usual, living in the lap of luxury, at least so far as the closest town could offer.

‘Come along, kiddies,’ Damon said, picking up several suitcases effortlessly and heading into the dorm. Stefan hoisted his tower of boxes and followed him.

Elena grabbed a box of her own and came after them, admiring their natural grace, their elegant strength. As they passed a few open doors, she heard a girl mock wolf-whistle, then giggle breathlessly with her roommate.

A box tipped from Stefan’s enormous pile as he started up the staircase, and Damon caught it easily despite the suitcases. Stefan gave him a casual nod of thanks.

They’d spent centuries as enemies. They’d killed each other, once. Hundreds of years of hating each other, bound together by misery, jealousy and sorrow. Katherine had done that to them, trying to have them both when they each wanted only her.

Everything was different now. They’d come so far. Since Damon had died and come back, since they had battled and defeated the jealousy phantom, they’d come to be partners. There was an unspoken acknowledgment that they would work together to protect a little group of humans. More than that, there was a cautious, but very real, affection between them. They relied on each other; they’d be sorry to lose each other again. They didn’t talk about it, but she knew it was true.

Elena squeezed her eyes shut for just a second. She knew they both loved her. They both knew that she loved them. Even though, her mind corrected conscientiously, Stefan is my true love. But something else in her, that imaginary panther, stretched and smiled. But Damon, my Damon …

She shook her head. She couldn’t break them apart, couldn’t let them fight over her. She wouldn’t do what Katherine had done. If the time came for her to choose, she would choose Stefan. Of course.

Would you? the panther purred lazily, and Elena tried to push the thought away.

Everything could fall apart so easily. And it was up to her to make sure that never happened again.


CHAPTER

3

Bonnie fluffed her red curls as she hurried across Dalcrest’s great lawn. It was so pretty here. Little flagstone paths bordered the lawn, leading off to the various dorms and classroom buildings. Brightly coloured flowers – petunias, impatiens, daisies – were growing everywhere, by the sides of the path and in front of the buildings.

The human scenery was pretty awesome, too, Bonnie thought, surreptitiously eyeing a bronzed guy lying on a towel near the edge of the lawn. Not surreptitiously enough, though – the guy lifted his shaggy dark head and winked at her. Bonnie giggled and walked faster, her cheeks warm. Honestly, shouldn’t he be unpacking or setting up his room or something? Not just lying around half naked and winking at passing girls like a big … flirt.

The bag of stuff Bonnie had bought in the campus bookstore clunked gently in her hand. Of course, she hadn’t been able to buy books yet, as they wouldn’t sign up for classes until the next day, but it turned out the bookstore sold everything. She’d got some great stuff: a Dalcrest mug, a teddy bear wearing its own cute little Dalcrest T-shirt and a few things that would come in handy, like an efficiently organised shower caddy and a collection of pens in every colour of the rainbow. She had to admit she was pretty excited about starting college.

Bonnie shifted the bag to her left hand and flexed the cramping fingers of her right. Excited or not, all this stuff she’d bought was heavy.

But she needed it. This was her plan: she was going to become a new person at college. Not entirely new; she liked herself fine, for the most part. But she was going to become more of a leader, more mature, the kind of person about whom people said, ‘Ask Bonnie,’ or, ‘Trust Bonnie,’ rather than, ‘Oh, Bonnie,’ which was completely different.

She was determined to step out of the shadows of Meredith and Elena. They were both terrific, of course, her absolute best friends, but they didn’t even realise how terrifyingly in charge they were all the time. Bonnie wanted to become a terrific, fully in-charge person in her own right.

Plus maybe she’d meet a really special guy. That would be nice. Bonnie couldn’t actually blame Meredith or Elena for the fact that all the way through high school, she’d had plenty of dates but no serious boyfriends. But the simple fact was that, even if everyone thought you were cute, if your two closest friends were gorgeous and smart and powerful, the kind of guy who was looking to fall in love might find you a little bit … fluffy … in comparison.

She had to admit, though, that she was relieved that she and Meredith and Elena were all living together. She might not want to be stuck in their shadows, but they were still her best friends. And, after all …

Thud. Someone crashed into Bonnie’s side and she lost her train of thought completely. She staggered backwards. A large male body lurched into her again, briefly crushing her face against his chest, and she tripped, falling against someone else’s side. There were guys all around her, shoving one another back and forth, joking around and arguing, paying no attention to her as she was jostled among them, until a strong hand suddenly steadied her in the midst of the turmoil.

By the time she found her feet, they were moving off again, five or six male bodies swiping and shoving at one another, not stopping to apologise, as if they hadn’t even noticed her as anything more than an inanimate obstacle in their path.

Except for one of them. Bonnie found herself staring at a worn blue T-shirt and a slim torso with well-muscled arms. She straightened up and smoothed her hair, and the hand gripping her arm let go.

‘Are you all right?’ a low voice asked.

I’d be better if you hadn’t almost knocked me down, Bonnie was about to say snippily. She was out of breath, and her bag was heavy, and this guy and his friends seriously needed to watch where they were going. Then she looked up, and her eyes met his.

Wow. The guy was gorgeous. His eyes were a clear, true blue, the blue of the sky at dawn on a summer morning. His features were sharply cut, the eyebrows arched, the cheekbones high, but his mouth was soft and sensual. And she’d never seen hair quite that colour before, except on the youngest kids, that pure white-blond that made her think of tropical beaches under a summer sky …

‘Are you OK?’ he repeated more loudly, a frown of concern crinkling his perfect forehead.

God. Bonnie could feel herself blushing right up to the roots of her hair. She had just been staring at him with her mouth open.

‘I’m fine,’ she said, trying to pull herself together. ‘I guess I wasn’t watching where I was going.’

He grinned, and a tiny zing! shot right through Bonnie. His smile was gorgeous, too, and it lit up his whole face. ‘That’s nice of you to say,’ he said, ‘but I think maybe we should have been watching where we were going instead of shoving each other all over the path. My friends sometimes get a little … rowdy.’

He glanced past her, and Bonnie looked back over her shoulder. His friends had stopped and were waiting for him further down the path. As Bonnie watched, one of them, a tall dark guy, smacked another on the back of the head, and a moment later they were scuffling and shoving again.

‘Yeah, I can see that,’ said Bonnie, and the gorgeous white-blond guy laughed. His rich laugh made Bonnie smile, too, and pulled her attention back to those eyes.

‘Anyway, please accept my apology,’ he said. ‘I’m really sorry.’ He held out his hand. ‘My name’s Zander.’

His grip was nice and firm, his hand large and warm around hers. Bonnie felt herself blushing again, and she tossed her red curls back and stuck her chin bravely in the air. She wasn’t going to act all flustered. So what if he was gorgeous? She was friends – sort of, anyway – with Damon. She ought to be immune to gorgeous guys by now. ‘I’m Bonnie,’ she said, smiling up at him. ‘This is my first day here. Are you a freshman, too?’

‘Bonnie,’ he said thoughtfully, drawing her name out a little like he was tasting it. ‘No, I’ve been here for a while.’

‘Zander … Zander,’ the guys down the path began chanting, their voices getting faster and louder as they repeated it. ‘Zander … Zander … Zander.’

Zander winced, his attention slipping back towards his friends. ‘I’m sorry, Bonnie, I’ve got to run,’ he said. ‘We’ve got sort of a …’ he paused, ‘… club thing going on. But, like I said, I’m really sorry we almost knocked you over. I hope I’ll see you again soon, OK?’

He squeezed her hand once more, gave her a lingering smile, and walked away, picking up speed as he got closer to his friends. Bonnie watched him rejoin the group of guys. Just before they turned past a dorm, Zander looked back at her, flashed that gorgeous smile and waved.

Bonnie raised her hand to wave back, accidentally clunking the heavy bag against her side as he turned away.

Amazing, she thought, remembering the colour of his eyes. I might be falling in love.



Matt leaned against the wobbly pile of suitcases he’d stacked by the entrance to his dorm room. ‘Darn it,’ he said as he jiggled the key in the door’s lock. Had they given him the right key?

‘Hey,’ a voice said behind him, and Matt jerked, tumbling a suitcase down onto the floor. ‘Whoops, sorry about that. Are you Matt?’

‘Yeah,’ Matt said, giving the key one last twist and, just like that, the door finally opened. He turned, smiling. ‘Are you Christopher?’ The school had told him his room mate’s name and that he was on the football team, too, but the two of them hadn’t got in touch. Christopher looked OK. He was a big guy with a linebacker build, friendly smile and short sandy hair that he rubbed at with one hand as he stepped back to make way for the cheerful middle-aged couple following him.

‘Hi there, you must be Matt,’ said the woman, who was carrying a rolled-up rug and a Dalcrest pennant. ‘I’m Jennifer, Christopher’s mum, and this is Mark, his dad. It’s so nice to meet you. Are your folks here?’

‘Uh, no, I just drove up by myself,’ Matt said. ‘My hometown, Fell’s Church, isn’t too far from here.’ He grabbed his suitcases and lugged them into the room, hurrying to get out of Christopher’s family’s way.

Their room was pretty small. There was a bunk bed along one wall, a narrow space in the middle of the room and two desks and dressers crammed side by side on the other wall.

The girls and Stefan were no doubt living in luxury, but it hadn’t seemed quite right to let Stefan use his Power to get Matt a good housing assignment. It was bad enough that Matt took someone else’s slot as a student and some one else’s space on the football team.

Stefan had talked him into doing just that. ‘Look, Matt,’ he’d said, his green eyes serious. ‘I understand how you feel. I don’t like influencing people to get what I want either. But the fact is, we need to stay together. With the lines of Power that run through this whole part of the country, we have to be on our guard. We’re the only ones who know.’

Matt had to agree, when Stefan put it like that. He’d turned down the plush dorm room Stefan had offered to arrange for him, though, and taken what the housing office assigned him. He had to hang on to at least a shred of his honour. Plus if he was in the same dorm as the others, it would have been hard to say no to rooming with Stefan. He liked Stefan fine, but the idea of living with him, of watching him with Elena, the girl Matt had lost and still loved despite all that had happened, was too much. And it would be fun to meet new people, to expand his horizons a bit after spending his whole life in Fell’s Church.

But the room was awfully small.

And Christopher seemed to have a ton of stuff. He and his parents went up and down the stairs, hauling in a sound system, a little refrigerator, a TV, a Wii. Matt shoved his own three suitcases into the corner and helped them bring it all in.

‘We’ll share the fridge and the entertainment stuff, of course,’ Christopher told him, glancing at Matt’s bags, which clearly contained nothing but clothes and maybe some sheets and towels. ‘If we can figure out where to put it all.’ Christopher’s mum was prowling around the room, directing his dad on where to move things.

‘Great, thanks—’ Matt started to say, but Christopher’s dad, having finally managed to wedge the TV on top of one of the dressers, turned to look at Matt.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘It just hit me – if you’re from Fell’s Church, you guys were the state champions last year. You must be some player. What position do you play?’

‘Uh, thanks,’ Matt said. ‘I play quarterback.’

‘First string?’ Christopher’s dad asked him.

Matt blushed. ‘Yeah.’

Now they were all staring at him.

‘Wow,’ Christopher said. ‘No offense, man, but why are you going to Dalcrest? I mean, I’m excited just to play college ball, but you could have gone, like, Division One.’

Matt shrugged uncomfortably. ‘Um, I had to stay close to home.’

Christopher opened his mouth to say something else, but his mother gave a tiny shake of her head and he closed it again. Great, Matt thought. They probably thought he had family problems.

He had to admit it warmed him a little, though, to be with people who acknowledged what he’d given up. The girls and Stefan didn’t really understand football. Even though Stefan had played on their high school team with him, his mindset was still very much that of the Renaissance European aristocrat: sports were enjoyable pastimes that kept the body fit. Stefan didn’t really care.

But Christopher and his family – they got what it meant for Matt to pass up the chance of playing for a top-ranked college football team.

‘So,’ Christopher said, a little too suddenly, as if he’d been trying to think of a way to change the subject, ‘which bed do you want? I don’t care whether I take top or bottom.’

They all looked over at the bunk beds, and that’s when Matt saw it for the first time. It must have arrived while he was downstairs helping with Christopher’s luggage. A cream-coloured envelope sat on the bottom bunk, made of a fancy thick paper stock like a wedding invitation. On the front was written in calligraphy ‘Matthew Honeycutt’.

‘What’s that, dear?’ Christopher’s mum asked curiously.

Matt shrugged, but he was beginning to feel a thrum of excitement in his chest. He’d heard something about invitations certain people at Dalcrest received, ones that just mysteriously appeared, but he’d always thought they were a myth.

Flipping the envelope over, he saw a blue wax seal bearing the impression of an ornate letter V.

Huh. After gazing at the envelope for a second, he folded it and slipped it into his back pocket. If it was what he thought it was, he was supposed to open it alone.

‘I guess that’s fate telling us the bottom bunk’s yours,’ Christopher said amiably.

‘Yeah,’ Matt said distractedly, his heart pounding hard. ‘Excuse me for a minute, OK?’

He ducked out into the hall, took a deep breath and opened the envelope. Inside was more thick fancy paper with calligraphy on it and a narrow piece of black fabric. He read:



[image: images]

For generations, the best and brightest of Dalcrest College have been chosen to join the Vitale Society. This year, you have been selected.

Should you wish to accept this honour and become one of us, come tomorrow night at eight o’clock to the main campus gate. You must be blindfolded and dressed as befits a serious occasion.

Tell no one.



The little pulse of excitement in Matt’s chest increased until he could hear his heart pounding in his ears. He sank down along the wall and took a deep breath.

He’d heard stories about the Vitale Society. The handful of well-known actors, famous writers and great Civil War generals that Dalcrest counted among its alumni were all rumoured to have been members. To belong to the legendary society was supposed to ensure your success, to link you to an incredible secret network that would help you throughout your life.

More than that, there was talk of mysterious deeds, of secrets revealed only to members. And they were supposed to have amazing parties.

But they were just gossip, the stories of the Vitale Society, and no one ever straight-out admitted to belonging to it. Matt always figured the secret society was a myth. The college itself so vehemently denied any knowledge of the Vitale Society that Matt suspected the admissions people might have made the whole thing up, trying to make the college seem a little more exclusive and mysterious than it really was.

But here – he looked down at the creamy paper clutched in his hands – was evidence that all the stories might be true. It could be a joke, he supposed, a trick someone was playing on a few of the freshmen. It didn’t feel like a joke, though. The seal, the wax, the expensive paper; it seemed like a lot of effort to go to if the invitation wasn’t genuine.

The most exclusive, most secret society at Dalcrest was real. And they wanted him.


CHAPTER

4

‘Trust Bonnie to meet a cute guy on her first day at college,’ Elena said. She carefully drew the nail polish brush over Meredith’s toenail, painting it a tannish pink. They’d spent the evening at freshman orientation with the rest of their dormmates, and now all they wanted to do was relax. ‘Are you sure this is the colour it’s supposed to be?’ Elena asked Meredith. ‘It doesn’t look like a summer sunset to me.’

‘I like it,’ Meredith said, wiggling her toes.

‘Careful! I don’t want polish on my new bedspread,’ Elena warned.

‘Zander is just gorgeous,’ Bonnie said, stretching out luxuriously on her own bed on the other side of the room. ‘Wait till you meet him.’

Meredith smiled at Bonnie. ‘Isn’t it an amazing feeling? When you’ve just met somebody and you feel like there’s something between you, but you’re not quite sure what’s going to happen?’ She gave an exaggerated sigh, rolling her eyes up in a mock swoon. ‘It’s all about the anticipation, and you get a thrill just seeing him. I love that first part.’ Her tone was light, but there was something lonely in her face. Elena was sure that, as composed and calm as Meredith was, she was already missing Alaric.

‘Sure,’ Bonnie said amiably. ‘It’s awesome, but I’d like to get to the next stage for once. I want to have a relationship where we know each other really well, a serious boyfriend instead of just a crush. Like you guys have. That’s even better, isn’t it?’

‘I think so,’ said Meredith. ‘But you shouldn’t try to hurry through the we-just-met stuff, because you’ve only got a limited time to enjoy it. Right, Elena?’

Elena dabbed a cotton bud around the edges of Meredith’s polished toenails and thought about when she had first met Stefan. With all that had happened since then, it was hard to believe it was only a year ago.

What she remembered most was her own determination to have Stefan. No matter what had got in her way, she had known with a clear, firm purpose that he would be hers. And then, in those early days, once he was hers, it was glorious. It felt as if the missing piece of herself had slotted into place.

‘Right,’ she said finally, answering Meredith. ‘Afterwards, things get more complicated.’

At first, Stefan had been a prize that Elena wanted to win: sophisticated and mysterious. He was a prize Caroline wanted, too, and Elena would never let Caroline beat her. But then Stefan had let Elena see the pain and passion, the integrity and nobility he held inside him, and she had forgotten the competition and loved Stefan with her whole heart.

And now? She still loved Stefan with everything she had, and he loved her. But she loved Damon, too, and sometimes she understood him – plotting, manipulative, dangerous Damon – better than she did Stefan. Damon was like her in some ways: he, too, would be relentless in pursuing what he wanted. She and Damon connected, she thought, on some deep, core, instinctive level that Stefan was too good, too honourable to understand. How could you love two people at the same time?

‘Complicated,’ Bonnie scoffed. ‘More complicated than never being sure if somebody likes you or not? More complicated than having to wait by the phone to see if you have a date for Saturday night or not? I’m ready for complicated. Did you know that forty-nine per cent of college-educated women meet their future husbands on campus?’

‘You made that statistic up,’ Meredith said, rising and picking her way towards her own bed, careful not to smudge her polish.

Bonnie shrugged. ‘OK, maybe I did. But I bet it’s a really high percentage, anyway. Didn’t your parents meet right here, Elena?’

‘They did,’ Elena said. ‘I think they had a class together sophomore year.’

‘How romantic,’ Bonnie said happily.

‘Well, if you get married, you have to meet your future spouse somewhere,’ Meredith said. ‘And there are a lot of possible future spouses at college.’ She frowned at the silky cover on her bed. ‘Do you think I can dry my nails faster if I use the hairdryer, or will it mess up the polish? I want to go to sleep.’

She examined the hairdryer as if it were the focal point of some science experiment, her face intent. Bonnie was watching her upside down, her head tipped back off the end of the bed and her red curls brushing the floor, tapping her feet energetically against the wall. Elena felt a great swell of love for both of them. She remembered the countless sleepovers they’d had all through school, back before their lives had become … complicated.

‘I love having the three of us together,’ she said. ‘I hope the whole year is going to be just like this.’ That was when they first heard the sirens.



Meredith peered through the blinds, collecting facts, trying to analyse what was going on outside Pruitt House. An ambulance and several police cars were parked across the street, their lights silently blinking red and blue. Floodlights lit the quad a ghastly white, and it was crawling with police officers.

‘I think we should go out there,’ she said.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Bonnie asked from behind her. ‘Why would we want to do that? I’m in my pyjamas.’ Meredith glanced back. Bonnie was standing, hands on hips, brown eyes indignant. She was indeed wearing cute ice-cream-cone-printed pyjamas.

‘Well, quick, put on some jeans,’ Meredith said.

‘But why?’ asked Bonnie plaintively.

Meredith’s eyes met Elena’s across the room, and they nodded briskly to each other.

‘Bonnie,’ Elena said patiently, ‘we have a responsibility to check out everything that’s going on around here. We might just want to be normal college students, but we know the truth about the world – the truth other people don’t realise, about vampires and werewolves and monsters – and we need to make sure that what’s going on out there isn’t part of that truth. If it’s a human problem, the police will deal with it. But if it’s something else, it’s our responsibility.’

‘Honestly,’ grumbled Bonnie, already reaching for her clothes, ‘you two have a – a saving-people complex or something. After I take psychology, I’m going to diagnose you.’

‘And then we’ll be sorry,’ Meredith said agreeably.

On their way out of the door, Meredith grabbed the long velvet case that held her fighting stave. The stave was special, designed to fight both human and supernatural adversaries, and was made to specifications handed down through her family for generations. Only a Sulez could have a staff like this. She caressed it through the case, feeling the sharp spikes of different materials that dotted its ends: silver for werewolves, wood for vampires, white ash for Old Ones, iron for all eldritch creatures, tiny hypodermics to fill with poisons. She knew she couldn’t take the stave out of its case on the quad, not surrounded by police officers and innocent bystanders, but she felt stronger when she could feel the weight of it in her hand.
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