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				[image: Chapletters.pdf]eredith desperately struggled against the metal restraints binding her arms and legs to the operating table. She closed her eyes, straining her muscles, adrenalin surging through her, but the restraints wouldn’t budge.

				‘Please,’ she begged, hot tears running down her cheeks.

				Jack ignored her pleas, focusing intently on her neck as he slowly slid a hypodermic needle beneath her skin.

				‘Almost done,’ he said, depressing the plunger. Meredith’s neck was too numb to feel the needle, but the injection burned as it spread through her veins. She gasped and tried once more to rip her arm away from her captor.

				Jack’s eyes were on hers as she writhed. The same warm hazel eyes as they’d been when Meredith had thought of him as a mentor, as one of the best hunters she’d ever met. Before she knew Jack was a vampire. Before he had murdered Stefan.

				Before she’d known he was changing her.

				‘I don’t want to be a vampire,’ she whispered, her voice shaking. Her eyes blurred with tears. Meredith thought of Cristian, the vampire brother she’d had to kill, of the generations of her family whose life mission had been to destroy the supernatural race. She couldn’t become one of the enemy, not after everything she’d been through.

				A brief smile crossed Jack’s face, the corners of his eyes crinkling. ‘It’s done.’

				Meredith ached everywhere. She began to shake her head slowly, back and forth, as her breath came in ragged, anxious spurts. ‘I’ll kill myself,’ she said desperately.

				Jack grinned more widely. ‘Go ahead and try,’ he said. ‘I’ve perfected the treatments. We’re unkillable.’

				With a fresh flare of panic, Meredith again slammed her arms and legs against the restraints. The heavy, numb feeling was fading, and metal bit sharply into her wrists. In a burst of effort, she snapped the metal bands, and was free. Meredith tumbled off the operating table and, still shaky on her feet, hit the floor hard.

				On her hands and knees, she scrabbled for the door, expecting Jack to hoist her back on to the table at any moment. But Jack didn’t make a move towards her, just watched as she struggled. She could hear herself breathing, a harsh, desperate panting, as she pulled herself across the floor. She just needed to get out.

				She made it to the door and pulled herself up, hanging on to the knob.

				‘You’ll be back,’ Jack said, his voice an eerie calm.

				Wrenching the door open, Meredith burst through and ran as fast as she could, stumbling through the hall. It was long and fluorescent-lit, the floors dark-grey tile like those of a hospital or a school. She listened for Jack’s footsteps in the hall behind her, but there was only his laughter, bubbling maniacally, from the room she had left behind.

				‘You’ll be back,’ he called again. ‘You won’t be able to help it.’

				Not letting herself think of anything but escape, Meredith looked around frantically. Double doors at the end of the hall led towards a stairway, and she pushed through, her feet slapping at the concrete stairs, heading down and – she hoped – out.

				The stairs seemed to go on for ever. Finally, she burst through another set of double doors and on to the sidewalk. She paused for a moment, gasping for breath as she gazed around. Office buildings stretched behind her. She had no idea where she was. It was still dark out, but the sky was beginning to lighten towards grey.

				Everything in her was screaming, get away, her heart still hammering in panic. What if Jack’s fierce, invulnerable vampires were nearby? Meredith pressed her back against the cold brick wall of the building behind her, trying to conceal herself in the darkness, and looked around cautiously. No one.

				She sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm her pounding heart. There’d be no sense in running at random. She clenched her fists and deliberately relaxed, forcing the tension out of her body. She was steadier on her feet now, her arms and legs tingling as the numbness wore off. There was no one in sight. To her left, Meredith heard the sound of cars racing past on a highway. She headed in that direction, ready to find her way home.

				Dawn was breaking as Meredith opened the door to her apartment and walked quietly through the entryway, dropping her keys on the table. I’m all right now, she told herself. Jack had said she was a vampire, but Meredith didn’t feel any different. Maybe the treatment didn’t take.

				She took a deep breath as she glanced around her familiar bedroom. Early morning light was beginning to come through the curtained windows, and everything seemed comfortingly ordinary. Her law books were lined up on the shelf across from the bed, her and Alaric’s wedding picture stood on top of her bureau. Without even bothering to take off her clothes, Meredith pulled back the cool sheets and slipped into bed. Next to her, Alaric muttered something in his sleep and burrowed deeper into the pillows.

				She was safe. Everything was terrible: Stefan was dead, Jack was a vampire, but the worst hadn’t happened. I’m fine, she told herself.

				Experimentally, she ran a finger across her teeth. Normal. No extra-sharp canines. Her hands were warm, her heart was beating at a quick, human rate. She was fine. Her body must have fought off whatever Jack had tried to do.

				She shifted closer to Alaric, then frowned. There was something in her jeans pocket. She reached inside and her fingers closed around a thin cardboard rectangle. A business card. Meredith squinted as she pulled it out and held it up to catch the dim morning light. Printed on the card was an infinity symbol in black type and a company name: Lifetime Solutions. Below that, handwritten in black ink, a phone number.

				Jack had been pretty sure of himself, she thought angrily. She tightened her fingers around the card, crumpling it a little, before shoving it into the drawer of her bedside table. She didn’t ever want to see Jack again.

				According to her clock, it wasn’t even five AM yet. Meredith took another deep breath and closed her eyes, trying to relax into sleep, trying to forget Jack’s face as he slid the final needle into her arm.

				Her bed was soft and the sheets smelled faintly of detergent. There was another smell, too. Something . . . salty. Slightly metallic. Meredith frowned a little, trying to identify it.

				Gradually, she became aware of a sound as well. All around her came a slow, regular rushing that reminded her of the ocean, a deep, slow thudding beneath the steady sound of the surf. Breathing in time with the sounds, Meredith sank deeper into almost-sleep.

				Something kept tugging at the edges of her attention, though, sharpening her appetite. Without conscious intent, she licked her lips. That salty, metallic smell . . . there was something about it more delicious than the roasted chicken her mother made, sweeter than fresh-baked apple pie. So familiar, somehow, and yet she couldn’t quite place it.

				Meredith’s mouth was watering hungrily when something suddenly shifted in her jaw. In surprise, her hands flew to her mouth.

				Her jaw moved again. Tentatively, she touched her lips. They were so sensitive, she winced at the pain-pleasure when her careful fingers met her teeth. More cautiously, she touched again.

				Her canines were long and sharp. Fangs.

				The rushing, thudding sound, the smell of salt and something else – copper – was almost overwhelming. With each thud, her stomach ached and her teeth ached.

				It was Alaric. She was hearing Alaric’s heart beating. She was smelling Alaric’s blood.

				Horrified, Meredith scrambled out of bed. She stared down at Alaric below her, so peaceful and oblivious.

				Jack had done it. He’d turned her into a vampire.

				And she was famished.
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				I’ve lost everything. I’ve lost myself.

				I don’t know who I am without Stefan.

				For days now, I haven’t been able to write in here. I felt like, if I wrote down everything that’s happened, it would make it real.

				But it is real, whether I write it down or not.

				Stefan is dead.

				Elena pulled her hands away from her laptop as if it had burned her, then pressed her fingers tightly against her mouth. Stefan was dead. Her eyes filled with hot tears, and she roughly wiped them away. All she’d done lately was cry, and it wasn’t making anything better.

				It seems like the earth should have stopped turning. If Stefan is dead, the sun shouldn’t rise in the morning. But time passes and every day, there’s a new day. Except it means nothing to me, because Stefan is still dead.

				We all trusted Jack. He and Stefan hunted side by side, tracking down the Old One, Solomon. But while we were all celebrating Solomon’s defeat, feeling happy and safe at last, Jack plunged his stave through Stefan’s heart. Jack killed him.

				Elena stopped typing again, and rested her head in her hands, remembering. Stefan’s eyes had met Elena’s and he’d given her a soft smile. She’d known that they were both thinking the same thing: Now that the Old Ones are gone, our real life together can begin.

				It had all happened so fast. Elena had seen that something was wrong, but before she could shout a warning, Jack had thrust his stave through Stefan’s heart. She’d been too late.

				The smile had faded from Stefan’s face as his eyes widened. For just a moment, he’d looked innocently surprised, and then Stefan had simply gone blank. His eyes – those leaf-green eyes that had looked at her with such love – lost focus. His body crumpled to the floor, but Stefan was already gone.

				It was true that Jack was hunting the Old Ones, just as we were. But he didn’t want to make the world safer. Jack had created a new kind of vampire through drugs and surgeries instead of blood and magic. The vampires Jack made are terrifying: immune to sunlight and vervain and, according to Damon, impossible to kill by any of the usual methods.

				Jack didn’t want any competition for his lab-created race of vampires. So he set out to eliminate the most dangerous vampires, the oldest ones. Not just the ancient Old Ones, but also the clever, long-lived vampires who have lasted a few centuries. Vampires like Katherine and Damon. Like Stefan.

				Jack used us all – my Guardian Power, Stefan and Meredith’s fighting ability, Bonnie’s magic – as weapons against Solomon. The Old One was too well hidden for Jack to find on his own. But once Solomon was dead, Stefan was just another obstacle in Jack’s way.

				We don’t know where Jack is now, or what he’s planning next. The hunters who travelled with him – Trinity, Darlene, and Alex – were as fooled by him as we were. They’ve left town, trying to track Jack. But they haven’t got a clue where he might be.

				Elena swallowed hard and wiped her eyes again with the sleeve of her bathrobe.

				Meredith and Damon don’t think Jack’s really gone at all. A few days ago, Meredith fought one of his strange synthetic vampires. The vampire escaped and Meredith barely survived. Is Jack continuing his experiments here in Dalcrest?

				I should care. I should want vengeance. But instead, I’m numb.

				Without Stefan, it’s like I’m dead, too.

				A key rattled in the lock of the front door, and Elena looked up from her computer screen to see Damon coming in. The cold apartment warmed a bit, as if the sleek, dark-haired vampire had brought some of the late summer breeze into the air-conditioned room. He seemed to get smaller as he came in, though, hunching his shoulders. Through the bond between them, Elena sensed his wistful ache at finding himself once again surrounded by Stefan’s possessions, resenting the reminder that his brother was gone.

				‘You’ve been feeding,’ she commented, looking at the near-human flush of his cheeks.

				‘If you want to call it that.’ Damon curled his lip in disgust. ‘Stefan’s animal diet is utterly vile, just as I always suspected.’

				Elena flinched, and Damon glanced up, his face falling. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I know I shouldn’t—’ She could see her own pain at the mention of Stefan reflected in his eyes.

				‘It’s OK,’ she said, shaking her head hard. ‘You should be able to say his name, he’s your brother. I just—’ Tears were rising up in her eyes again, and she willed them back. She needed to stop crying.

				Damon took her hand, his fingers cool and smooth. ‘I promise you that Jack will pay,’ he said quietly, his eyes as dark as night. ‘Whatever it takes.’

				A wave of panic hit Elena, knocking the breath out of her, and she clutched Damon’s hand between hers. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Damon, you have to be careful. Even if it means letting Jack go.’

				Damon stiffened, his dark eyes fixed on hers. ‘We promised each other we would take vengeance on Jack,’ he said firmly. ‘We owe it to Stefan.’

				Elena shook her head. ‘I can’t lose you, too.’ She hated the weak waver in her voice, but she straightened her shoulders and looked at Damon levelly, her face resolute. Sometimes it felt like Damon’s presence was the thin barrier between her and madness. Damon was the only one who understood, who’d really loved Stefan as deeply as she had.

				Every night, she heard Damon’s soft footfalls pacing through the apartment, living room to kitchen to hall, hesitating sometimes outside her bedroom but never coming in, even when she yearned for his comfort. Guarding her as he wandered, and also pacing out the slow beats of his own sorrow, unable to settle. The thought of Damon falling like Stefan had, his handsome face suddenly blank and still, made Elena’s heart pound frantically. ‘Please, Damon,’ she begged.

				His eyes softening, Damon sighed and brushed a finger gently over her knuckles, then pulled his hand back quickly, his jaw tightening. ‘I won’t do anything foolish. Remember, I’m good at taking care of myself.’

				Elena started to nod gratefully, then paused as she thought through what he’d said. He hadn’t promised to stay out of danger, not really. ‘You can’t kill anyone,’ she reminded him stubbornly. ‘The Guardians told you, if you kill anyone, I’ll die. So there’s not much point in looking for revenge.’

				Damon smiled without humour, his features sharp. ‘Vampires aren’t human,’ he said. ‘I can kill Jack, and I will.’

				Elena let go of his hand. Damon would never stop hunting Jack.

				Damon would die on this hunt, she was sure of it. And then Elena would truly have nothing.
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				[image: Chapletters.pdf]amon paced across Elena’s living room, glaring at the afternoon sunlight stretching through the windows and across the floor. When he’d woken from his restless sleep an hour earlier, the apartment had already been empty.

				Brushing his fingers across his chest absently, he let Elena’s emotions thrum through the bond between them. Nothing had changed; he still felt the same sharp, angry grief that had brought him back to Dalcrest, that had let him know his brother was dead. But nothing new. Wherever Elena had gone, she wasn’t in danger.

				He ached to be out hunting Jack, to find him and tear him apart. Rage burned under his skin – how dare anyone touch his little brother. Even when he and Stefan had hated each other, no one else had been allowed to hurt him.

				But for now, Damon was keeping a low profile, guarding Elena, waiting for the right time.

				Meredith had tried laying down the law to him after Stefan’s funeral. ‘As far as Jack knows, you’re still in Europe,’ she’d said. ‘We need to keep it that way. You might be the best weapon we’ve got.’

				Every line of the grey-eyed hunter’s body had been tense with irritation at having to ask Damon for something; under other circumstances, this would have amused him. Meredith had no right to tell him what to do, and he had no reason to do what she asked.

				But then Elena, with a desperate pleading look in her eyes, had said, ‘Please, Damon. I can’t lose you, too.’ And Damon had agreed to do whatever she wanted.

				He sighed and sat down on the couch, glancing around. He was beginning to loathe this room, pretty as it was, with its heavy antique furniture and art posters on the walls. It was decorated to Stefan’s taste: dark, traditional, cosy. Stefan’s taste, Stefan’s possessions, Stefan’s Elena.

				On the table beside the couch lay a thick notebook bound in brown leather: Jack’s journal, the record of the series of experiments he had done to create his new race of vampires. Damon had found it when he’d infiltrated Jack’s company in Switzerland.

				Near the end was a list of vampires Jack had destroyed – and a list of those he still planned to hunt down. Damon picked up the journal and turned to the long column of names. Many were vampires Damon had known over the years, their names scratched through. Near the bottom of the page, three names, not yet crossed out: Katherine von Swartzchild. Damon Salvatore. Stefan Salvatore.

				Damon traced the names lightly with his finger, remembering how Katherine’s face had paled as her life ebbed away. He felt again the sudden spike of anguished horror from Elena that had told him Stefan was dead. At least Damon had stolen the book before Jack had the opportunity to cross out their names.

				Clenching his jaw, he flipped forward through its pages again. If he couldn’t just go out and hunt Jack down – yet – he could still look for clues on how to defeat him.

				But there was nothing new written here. He’d gone through it dozens of times. After a few minutes, he groaned softly and closed his eyes, bringing a hand up to rub his temples.

				There was plenty about the weaknesses of Jack’s creations, true. But the journal was a record of how Jack had overcome those flaws. Sunlight, fire, decapitation, stake to the heart: as far as Damon could tell, there was no way to kill these man-made vampires.

				It was hopeless. Maybe Damon should give up, do what Elena wanted and hide.

				No. His eyes snapped open and he gritted his teeth. He was Damon Salvatore. No mad scientist was going to defeat him.

				He snapped the book closed. Any true danger to these manufactured vampires would have to be something Jack hadn’t thought of.

				Almost unwillingly, Damon let his gaze travel to the heavy mahogany cabinet against the wall. Stefan’s talismans sat on top of it, a collection of objects from his long life. Coins, a stone cup, a watch. An apricot hair ribbon of Elena’s, acquired before Stefan had even really known her, before Damon had known her at all. What would have been different, Damon wondered, if he had been the one to meet Elena first?

				Damon stood and went slowly over to the cabinet, where he touched the things lightly: iron box, golden coins, ivory dagger, silken ribbon.

				Damon didn’t hang on to things the way Stefan had. He never saw the point of keeping objects he’d outgrown, dragging his past around the world with him.

				Stefan had carried their past for him, he realised. The thought gave him a hollow feeling in his chest. With Stefan and Katherine both dead, there was no one left now who remembered Damon when he had been alive.

				He drew one finger along the blade of the ivory-handled dagger and pulled his hand back with a hiss. Stefan had kept it sharp, although it had probably been centuries since he’d used it.

				Their father had carried this dagger for years, Damon remembered, hanging in a sheath at his belt. A beautiful object, its fine glossy hilt curving above a well-cut, and useful, blade. He had given it to Stefan for his fifteenth birthday.

				‘Every gentleman should wear one,’ Giuseppe Salvatore had said, grasping his younger son’s shoulder affectionately. ‘Not for aggression or fighting in the streets like a peasant –’ Damon had felt his father’s sidelong gaze light upon him, and hadn’t that been as pointed as the dagger itself? ‘– but in case you need it. This blade is forged of the finest steel. It’s served me well.’

				Stefan’s green eyes had shone as he looked up at their father. ‘Thank you, Father,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll treasure it.’

				Lounging elegantly beside them, left out of the moment between his father and little brother, Damon had touched his own quite beautiful bone-handled dagger, and his mouth had suddenly filled with bitterness.

				He blinked the memory away. He’d wasted a lot of time resenting Stefan, his sweet-faced tagalong of a baby brother.

				He was wasting time now. Damon’s slow heart thumped hard, the hollow ache in his chest increasing. His earnest, loving, irritating little brother was gone. Murdered. And Damon was cowering in the shadows? His face twisted in disgust. He could imagine what their father would have said about that.

				In one smooth motion, he scooped up the dagger and headed for the door. He would keep his promise to Elena; he would be careful. But he wasn’t going to hide, not any more. Damon was a Salvatore – the last of the Salvatores, now – and that meant he wasn’t afraid of anything.

				It was time to take control of the fight. And the first thing he needed to do was to figure out where Jack might be hiding.

				The river lapped gently against the small stones on its bank, sunlight glinting off its ripples. Elena instinctively moved deeper into the shade of one of the moss-covered trees by the riverside.

				The rectangle of earth that marked Stefan’s grave still stood out clearly. There hadn’t been time yet for the soil to harden, for the grass to grow over it and erase where they’d blanketed Stefan with dirt.

				It hadn’t been long at all since Stefan had been alive.

				A wave of anguish washed over Elena, and she dropped to her knees by the graveside. Reaching out, she placed a gentle hand on the recently turned earth.

				She wanted to say something, to tell him how much she missed him, but when she opened her mouth, all that came out was his name. ‘Stefan,’ she said miserably, her voice catching in her throat. ‘Oh, Stefan.’

				Just a couple of weeks ago, they’d been together. Not long before that, he had surprised her with the key to her old home – he’d bought the house that she’d grown up in from her Aunt Judith. ‘We’re going to go everywhere,’ he’d told her, his hands strong and steady around hers. ‘But we’ll always have this to come home to.’

				It turned out always lasted less than a week after that. They hadn’t even had time to visit the house together. Elena dug her fingers deep into the dirt, trying not to think about Stefan’s body six feet below.

				‘Elena?’

				Bonnie came forward from the trees. Elena pulled her hands away from Stefan’s grave. It seemed too intimate a gesture to let anyone see it, even Bonnie. Thank you for coming,’ she said quietly, rising to her feet.

				‘Of course.’ Bonnie’s brown eyes were huge and anxious. She stepped forward and pulled Elena into a hug. ‘How are you doing? We’ve been – Zander and I wanted to know if there was any way we could help you.’

				‘Actually, I think there is,’ Elena told her. She took Bonnie’s hand in her own and led her over to Stefan’s grave.

				‘I keep expecting him to show up,’ Bonnie admitted, her eyes fixed on the grave. ‘It’s hard to believe he’s gone, y’know?’

				No, Elena didn’t know. From the moment she woke up in the morning until she finally tossed and turned her way into a restless sleep, she couldn’t forget that Stefan was gone. His absence even followed her into her dreams. She didn’t say that, though, just moved a little closer to Bonnie, as if she could shelter in her friend’s warmth.

				‘Remember how you talked to me after I died?’ Elena asked, squeezing Bonnie’s hand in hers.

				Tearing her eyes away from the ground, Bonnie looked back up at Elena. ‘Oh, Elena, I don’t think – ’

				‘You managed to bring Stefan to see me,’ Elena went on doggedly, holding tight to her friend’s arm.

				Bonnie tried to pull away. ‘But you weren’t supposed to be dead! Klaus had you in some kind of halfway place – you were a prisoner, not dead-dead.’ She hesitated, and then asked in a low voice, ‘And do you remember how the Guardians said vampires just . . . end?’

				‘It’s worth a try, though, isn’t it?’ Elena said quickly. ‘Guardians don’t know everything, we’ve proved that before. If you could help me to see him, Bonnie . . .’ She was holding on to Bonnie too tightly, she realised, and forced her hands to relax. ‘Please,’ she added quietly.

				Bonnie chewed her lip. Elena could feel the moment when she gave in, her shoulders slumping. ‘I don’t want you to be hurt any more than you already are,’ Bonnie said quietly.

				‘We have to try,’ Elena insisted.

				Bonnie hesitated, then finally nodded. ‘OK.’ She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully, and stepped towards the river, pulling Elena along with her. ‘When I did it for Stefan, I went into a trance and made contact with you, then brought him in. But I think maybe we’ll have to try something different.’

				Their feet crunched over the rocky sand as Bonnie pulled Elena with her to the very edge of the river. Water lapped against their sneakers, soaking through the fabric and chilling Elena’s toes.

				‘I want you to let me use your Power,’ Bonnie said, squeezing Elena’s hand. ‘It’ll help me search for Stefan. When I communicated with you, you came to me first, so I knew how to find you. I imagine he’ll be hard to find.’

				‘Of course,’ Elena said.

				She held tightly to Bonnie’s hand and tried to channel her own Power into her friend. Taking a deep, slow breath, Elena forced herself to relax until, out of the corners of her eyes, she began to see her own golden aura. It was dulled with grey patches of grief, but still stretched wide around her, entwining with the rose-pink of Bonnie’s aura.

				Bonnie took a deep breath of her own and fixed her eyes on the patterns of the sunlight reflecting off the water. ‘Just as good as a candle for focusing,’ she said absently. Elena watched as Bonnie’s small face became intent, her pupils as wide as a cat’s. Elena closed her own eyes.

				Darkness. But ahead of her, a glimmer of rose and gold. Bonnie’s aura entwined with her own, leading her on. Bonnie’s small figure, very straight and determined, walked swiftly into the distance.

				Elena hurried after her, her chest tight with excitement. She would see Stefan again. She could tell him how hard it was without him every day, and he would hold her in his arms and comfort her. It would be like coming home.

				They walked on into the darkness, the light of their auras surrounding them both. But then, slowly, the glow of their entwined auras began to fade. Elena called out, but her voice stuck in her throat. Where was Bonnie? Elena tried to run after her, but her friend grew smaller and smaller, finally disappearing from view.

				Elena stopped, half sobbing.

				‘Stefan!’ she called. Her voice echoed back to her. ‘Stefan!’

				She was alone in the darkness.

				Elena’s eyes fluttered open. She was standing on the riverbank, her toes chilled by the lapping waves. Bonnie blinked up at her, her face pale and wet with tears.

				‘I’m so sorry, Elena,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t find him. He’s not anywhere we can reach.’

				Elena leaned into her friend, letting Bonnie’s arms circle her shoulders, and sobbed.

				Bonnie felt terrible. As she toed off her damp sneakers in the entryway of her and Zander’s apartment, she sniffled experimentally. Maybe spending the afternoon at the river had given her a cold. That would be an easy explanation for the rotten, hollow sensation in her chest.

				But, no, if Bonnie was honest with herself, she had to admit the feeling was guilt. The first thing Elena had asked her for since Stefan had died – the only thing Elena had asked anybody for at all – and Bonnie couldn’t do it.

				Remembering Elena’s strained smile when she thanked her for trying, Bonnie almost tripped over Zander’s mud-caked work boots, catching herself with a hand against the wall. Now, the end of summer, was the time when his landscaping business planted shrubs and trees, and every day he came home absolutely filthy.

				That was what Bonnie needed. Zander. He’d pull her into his arms, smelling of grass and sunshine, and tell that it was OK, that she’d done the best she could.

				She heard Zander’s voice and followed his low tones to the kitchen. As she turned the corner from the hallway, she stopped for a moment to simply look at him. He was standing with his back to her, all long lean muscles and tanned skin, his moonlight-blond hair curling at the nape of his neck, still damp with sweat. They’d been together for years now, but the sight of him still sometimes made her want to melt into a puddle on the floor.

				‘I know,’ he said sharply into the phone. ‘I’m not changing my mind.’

				‘Hey,’ she whispered, stepping forward and lightly brushing her fingers across his back. Zander jumped.

				‘Bonnie’s here,’ he said tightly, turning around to face her. ‘I have to go. I’ll call you later.’ He clicked the phone off.

				‘Who was that?’ Bonnie asked, leaning forward for a kiss. Zander’s lips met hers, warm and soft. When he pulled away, though, he avoided her eyes.

				‘No one important,’ he said. ‘You want pizza for dinner? Jared told me the secret of that crust he makes. Cornmeal.’

				‘Sounds good,’ Bonnie said, but she couldn’t help frowning. ‘Are you OK?’

				Zander looked at her then, and his face split into a smile, his sky-blue eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘Never better,’ he said.

				‘OK.’ Bonnie smiled back tentatively. Zander’s gaze had skidded away from hers again, and his shoulders were stiff.

				She pushed away the tickle of worry at the back of her mind. They’d all been tense since Stefan’s death. There was nothing more to it than that.

				Thinking of Stefan, Bonnie sighed, and Zander turned back towards her, instantly alert. ‘What’s up?’ he asked, his face full of concern.

				‘I tried to contact Stefan today so Elena could say goodbye. But I couldn’t find him.’

				‘Oh, Bonnie,’ he said. And just as she’d known he would, he put an arm around her shoulders. Bonnie automatically snuggled into it, taking comfort in his strength. ‘She knows you did everything you could,’ Zander went on reassuringly. ‘There’s nothing you wouldn’t do for her.’

				But Elena had looked so broken, Bonnie thought. Nothing like the proud girl Bonnie had known since they were kids. Elena loved Stefan with everything she had, and now she was left with nothing.

				Bonnie shivered and cuddled against Zander. ‘I love you,’ she told him. Without a word, Zander pulled her even closer.
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				[image: Chapletters.pdf]he sun was just beginning to sink behind Dalcrest’s science lab, sending long golden rays across the college’s lawns. On the branch of a maple tree overhanging the path, a large crow stretched out its glossy blue-black wings. Its gaze was fixed intently on the side entrance to the lab.

				Damon shifted his talons along the branch, then smoothed an errant feather with his beak. He’d been searching Dalcrest all day, in both crow and human form.

				Assuming that Jack was using medical facilities to get the supplies he needed to create his monstrosities, there were a limited number of possible locations in town. There had been no sign of Jack at the busy hospital or the quieter medical practices, most closed for the weekend. So now Damon was at campus, staking out the Dalcrest science lab. It was a long shot, he figured, that Jack would still be this close to where he was last seen, but he had to try. Stefan was dead, and all Damon could think of right now was finding the monster who’d killed him.

				The campus was deserted; it was the time of year when the summer students had finally gone home and the professors hadn’t yet begun to prepare for their fall classes. But now a stocky, dark-haired man was coming out of the science lab, and Damon straightened on his branch. The man, who was wearing a pack on his back and carrying a large box, fit the description he’d gotten of Jack – right colouring, build, age – although probably a hundred other humans in Dalcrest would fit the same description. Clicking his beak thoughtfully, Damon sent out a tendril of Power to see if he could find anything that suggested the man was other than human.

				Was there the tiniest shift in his aura? These vampires had learned to shield themselves, to appear human so as not to alert their prey. But here he would think he was alone, no one watching him but a bird in a tree. Now that Damon was concentrating his attention fully on this man, there seemed to be something not quite natural, something wrong shimmering through his protective mask. Damon spread his wings wide. Got you now, he thought, rather smugly, as he fluttered quietly down on to the path behind the man, shifting to his own form as he landed.

				Damon’s perfectly polished black boots hit the path without a sound, but Jack whipped around immediately. Definitely a vampire.

				‘Hello,’ Damon said, giving a blindingly bright smile. Jack’s face twitched in confusion, and Damon attacked, knocking him to the ground and sending the box flying out of Jack’s hands. ‘We haven’t met,’ he growled, pinning Jack’s shoulders hard against the path. ‘But I hear you’ve been looking for me.’

				Fangs extending, Damon tore at the other vampire’s throat. There had to be some way to kill him. If there was one thing Damon knew for certain, it was that every being, natural or supernatural, had a weakness. You just had to know how to find it.

				Maybe if he could get Jack’s head off fast enough that the other vampire couldn’t heal . . . Blood filled his mouth, acidic and chemical, and Damon spat it to the side, grimacing. With a grunt of effort, Jack managed to flip Damon off, and they were both on their feet in an instant, circling each other. Jack fumbled at his side and pulled a stake from his pocket.

				Damon wasn’t worried. He had a weapon of his own. Eyeing Jack, he drew Stefan’s ivory-handled dagger – his dagger, now – and held it guardedly, his arms spread. The dagger was poised to strike in his right hand, his left hand open and ready to grapple with his opponent. Usually he preferred to rely on his own hands and teeth in a fight, but using Stefan’s dagger seemed fitting. The lessons of dagger fighting he’d learned centuries earlier all came back to him now.

				Watching Jack carefully, Damon waited for an opening. He was pretty sure he could take the false vampire. The vampires who had hunted Damon, who had killed Katherine, had been strong and fast, but no faster or stronger than Damon and Katherine. The problem had been that there were too many of them, and that they didn’t stay dead. Jack by himself should be easy.

				Damon feinted to the left. Jack flinched, and Damon moved in on the right, slashing a deep cut along Jack’s stomach. Jack growled, a low, animal sound, and thrust his stake towards Damon’s heart. He missed, and it sank into Damon’s shoulder instead, tearing a gaping wound in his flesh.

				Sucking in a shocked breath, Damon stumbled for a second before he caught himself. Jack quickly stabbed him again with the stake, this time in the side. Twisting, Damon slashed down, cutting a long bloody stripe along Jack’s leg. They grappled hand-to-hand for a moment, both breathing hard, then shoved apart, coming to a halt a few feet from each other.

				‘Damon Salvatore,’ Jack said, smiling as if they were friends. ‘You’re the clever brother, aren’t you? Not like Stefan.’

				Damon suppressed the hot flare of rage that rose up at his brother’s name. It wouldn’t do him any good to get angry now. He had to keep cool if he was going to defeat Jack. He was stronger than Damon had thought he would be, stronger than the other man-made vampires Damon had fought. A trickle of blood ran down Damon’s side, and he realised his shirt was soaked with it. Blood was pulsing from the wounds the stake had left in him even as his flesh began to try to knit itself together.

				Jack’s clothes were ruined, too, but Damon saw that beneath the slashed fabric his skin was already whole again. He healed as fast as his minions had.

				Damon leapt at Jack, moving before the other vampire could prepare, and sank his fangs into one side of Jack’s throat. Not delicately, as he did while feeding, but with a rough, tearing bite. He worked his teeth against one side of Jack’s throat as he brought his dagger up to stab repeatedly at the other, ripping the dagger from side to side. If he could do enough damage . . .

				But there was more resistance than there should be to his bite and the dagger’s thrust. Jack’s skin was thicker and stronger than a human’s – or even an ordinary vampire’s. Damon shook with a sudden shock as Jack sank the stake into him again, through the back this time. The tip grated painfully on one of Damon’s ribs. He ripped more fiercely at Jack’s throat, but Jack’s next blow knocked the wind out of him.

				Letting go of Jack, Damon staggered backward. He wiped at his mouth with the back of one hand and realised blood – his own blood – was running down his chin. He coughed and choked again.

				Jack must have nicked Damon’s lung. He needed time to heal before he could fight again; he needed to feed.

				‘Huh. Maybe not the clever brother after all,’ Jack said. The wounds on his neck had already closed, Damon saw with dismay.

				Damon backed up a few steps, keeping his eyes on Jack, who moved closer. A bubble of blood rose in Damon’s throat and he spat, staining the path with a blossom of bright red. There was a wall behind him, he realised. Jack was blocking him in.

				Jack swung the pack off his back and reached inside, pulling something out. Something metal, with a grip and a nozzle—

				A flamethrower? Damon drew on his last reserves of strength and leapt to one side, the flames so close he felt them scorch his jeans.

				‘Thoughtful of you to come right to me,’ Jack said, aiming the flamethrower again. ‘I assumed you were still in Paris.’

				Damon gathered his last vestiges of energy to dodge again. Like a rat in a trap, he thought dimly. He tried to tense for another leap, but his body gave out and he staggered to the side, his legs collapsing underneath him. Black spots danced before his eyes. His mouth was full of blood.

				Jack gripped the nozzle of the flamethrower in both hands and lifted it up, taking aim –  and then, suddenly, flew backward. Like a rag doll shot by a slingshot, he sailed through the air, hitting the side of the building behind him with a satisfying crunch. He slid into the grass, a limp, broken form.

				Damon blinked in dazed shock. After a moment, he thought to look behind him.

				Over the top of the hill behind the science building, Elena appeared, her face coldly ferocious, her Guardian Powers clearly in full force. ‘My hero,’ Damon muttered wryly, and his knees buckled.

				Damon blinked back to full consciousness and found himself lying propped up against the trunk of a tree, Elena’s arms around him. She smelled sweet and her skin was soft; Damon let himself luxuriate in lying next to her for a moment before he licked the blood away from his lips and coughed.

				‘Are you all right?’ Elena asked as he tried to sit up.

				‘Not particularly,’ Damon said weakly, and patted along his chest. The wounds were only half closed, and he was still bleeding. He couldn’t breathe properly. ‘Where’s Jack?’

				‘He got away while I was helping you,’ Elena admitted.

				‘Next time, then.’ Damon coughed again, wincing.

				‘What were you thinking, Damon?’ In contrast to her stern words, her hands stroking his hair were gentle and her face was creased with concern. ‘You promised to be careful, and then you go chasing after Jack.’

				Damon squinted up at her. ‘I had my reasons,’ he said. He couldn’t talk about how hard it was to do nothing when Stefan was dead. Anyway, Elena knew. She could feel it through their connection; he didn’t have the strength to hide his thoughts from her right now.

				‘We’ll talk later,’ Elena said. ‘First, we need to get you back on your feet.’ Damon coughed again, and her eyes widened at the spatter of blood that came from his mouth. ‘You need to feed,’ she said instantly, pulling her hair aside. ‘Here.’

				She smelled so good, the blood pulsing beneath her skin less than an inch from his lips. Damon recalled clearly how sweet and rich Elena’s blood had always been – the best he’d ever tasted, something special. He could imagine gulping it down, feeling it heal his wounds and fill him with warmth and Power.

				Still, he hesitated. She was his brother’s, bound to Stefan now by death even more securely than in life. It would be different to drink her blood now, feeling her grief over Stefan. ‘Are you sure?’ he murmured.

				Elena nodded, her face white and strained, but determined. ‘I’m sure,’ she said, and pulled him closer.
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