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Elena Gilbert stepped onto a smooth expanse of grass, the spongy blades collapsing beneath her feet. Clusters of scarlet roses and violet delphiniums pushed up from the ground, while a giant canopy hung above her, twinkling with glowing lanterns. On the terrace in front of her stood two curving white marble fountains that shot sprays of water high into the air. Everything was beautiful, elegant and somehow familiar.

This is Bloddeuwedd’s palace, a voice in her head said. But when she had been here last, the field had been crowded with laughing, dancing partygoers. They were gone now, although signs of their presence remained: empty glasses littered the tables set around the edges of the lawn; a silken shawl was tossed over a chair; a lone high-heeled shoe perched on the edge of a fountain.

Something else was odd, too. Before, the scene had been lit by the hellish red light that illuminated everything in the Dark Dimension, turning blues to purples, whites to pinks, and pinks to the velvety colour of blood. Now a clear light shone over everything, and a full white moon sailed calmly overhead.

A whisper of movement came from behind her, and Elena realised with a start that she wasn’t alone after all. A dark figure was suddenly there, approaching her.

Damon.

Of course it was Damon, Elena thought with a smile. If anyone was going to appear unexpectedly before her here, at what felt like the end of the world – or at least the hour after a good party had ended – it would be Damon. God, he was so beautiful. Black on black: soft black hair, eyes black as midnight, black jeans, and a smooth leather jacket.

As their eyes met, she was so glad to see him that she could hardly breathe. She threw herself into his embrace, clasping him around the neck, feeling the lithe, hard muscles in his arms and chest.

‘Damon,’ she said, her voice trembling for some reason. Her body was trembling, too, and Damon stroked her arms and shoulders, calming her.

‘What is it, princess? Don’t tell me you’re afraid.’ He smirked lazily at her, his hands strong and steady.

‘I am afraid,’ she answered.

‘But what are you afraid of?’

That left her puzzled for a moment. Then, slowly, putting her cheek against his, she said, ‘I’m afraid that this is just a dream.’

‘I’ll tell you a secret, princess,’ he said into her ear. ‘You and I are the only real things here. It’s everything else that’s the dream.’

‘Just you and me?’ Elena echoed, an uneasy thought nagging at her, as though she were forgetting something – or someone. A fleck of ash landed on her dress, and she absently brushed it away.

‘It’s just the two of us, Elena,’ Damon said sharply. ‘You’re mine. I’m yours. We’ve loved each other since the beginning of time.’

Of course. That must be why she was trembling – it was joy. He was hers. She was his. They belonged together.

She whispered one word: ‘Yes.’

Then he kissed her.

His lips were soft as silk, and when the kiss deepened, she tilted her head back, exposing her throat, anticipating the double wasp sting he’d delivered so many times.

When it didn’t come, she opened her eyes questioningly. The moon was as bright as ever, and the scent of roses hung heavy in the air. But Damon’s chiselled features were pale under his dark hair, and more ash had landed on the shoulders of his jacket. All at once, the little doubts that had been niggling at her came together.

Oh, no. Oh, no.

‘Damon.’ She gasped, looking into his eyes despairingly as tears filled her own. ‘You can’t be here, Damon. You’re…dead.’

‘For more than five hundred years, princess.’ Damon flashed his blinding smile at her. More ash was falling around them, like a fine grey rain, the same grey ash Damon’s body was buried beneath, worlds and dimensions away.

‘Damon, you’re … dead now. Not undead, but … gone.’

‘No, Elena …’ He began to flicker and fade, like a dying light bulb.

‘Yes. Yes! I held you as you died …’ Elena was sobbing helplessly. She couldn’t feel Damon’s arms at all now. He was disappearing into shimmering light.

‘Listen to me, Elena …’

She was holding moonlight. Anguish caught at her heart.

‘All you need to do is call for me,’ Damon’s voice said. ‘All you need…’

His voice faded into the sound of wind rustling through the trees.

Elena’s eyes snapped open. Through a fog she registered that she was in a room filled with sunlight, and a huge crow was perched on the sill of an open window. The bird tilted its head to one side and gave a croak, watching her with bright eyes.

A cold chill ran down her spine. ‘Damon?’ she whispered.

But the crow just spread its wings and flew away.
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‘Dear Diary,

I AM HOME! I can hardly dare to believe it, but here I am.

I woke with the strangest feeling. I didn’t know where I was and just lay here smelling the clean cotton-and-fabric-softener scent of the sheets, trying to figure out why everything looked so familiar.

I wasn’t in Lady Ulma’s mansion. There, I had slept nestled in the smoothest satin and softest velvet, and the air had smelled of incense. And I wasn’t at the boardinghouse: Mrs Flowers washes the bedding there in some weird-smelling herbal mixture that Bonnie says is for protection and good dreams.

And suddenly, I knew. I was home. The Guardians did it! They brought me home.

Everything and nothing has changed. It’s the same room I slept in from when I was a tiny baby: my polished cherry-wood dresser and rocking chair; the little stuffed black-and-white dog Matt won at the winter carnival our junior year perched on a shelf; my rolltop desk with its cubbyholes; the ornate antique mirror above my dresser; and the Monet and Klimt posters from the museum exhibits Aunt Judith took me to in Washington, DC. Even my comb and brush are lined up neatly side by side on my dresser. It’s all as it should be.

I got out of bed and used a silver letter opener from the desk to pry up the secret board in my closet floor, my old hiding place, and I found this diary, just where I hid it so many months ago. The last entry is the one I wrote before Founder’s Day back in November, before I … died. Before I left home and never came back. Until now.

In that entry I detailed our plan to steal back my other diary, the one Caroline took from me, the one that she was planning to read aloud at the Founder’s Day pageant, knowing it would ruin my life. The very next day, I drowned in Wickery Creek and rose again as a vampire. And then I died again and returned as a human, and travelled to the Dark Dimension, and had a thousand adventures. And my old diary has been sitting right here where I left it under the closet floor, just waiting for me.

The other Elena, the one that the Guardians planted in everyone’s memories, was here all these months, going to school and living a normal life. That Elena didn’t write here. I’m relieved, really. How creepy would it be to see diary entries in my handwriting and not remember any of the things they recounted? Although that might have been helpful. I have no idea what everyone else in Fell’s Church thinks has been happening in the months since Founder’s Day.

The whole town of Fell’s Church has been given a fresh start. The kitsune destroyed this town out of sheer malicious mischief. Pitting children against their parents, making people destroy themselves and everyone they loved.

But now none of it ever happened.

If the Guardians made good on their word, everyone else who died is now alive again: poor Vickie Bennett and Sue Carson, murdered by Katherine and Klaus and Tyler Smallwood back in the winter; disagreeable Mr Tanner; those innocents that the kitsune killed or caused to be killed. Me. All back again, all starting over.

And, except for me and my closest friends – Meredith, Bonnie, Matt, my darling Stefan, and Mrs Flowers – no one else knows that life hasn’t gone on as usual ever since Founder’s Day.

We’ve all been given another chance. We did it. We saved everyone.

Everyone except Damon. He saved us, in the end, but we couldn’t save him. No matter how hard we tried or how desperately we pleaded, there was no way for the Guardians to bring him back. And vampires don’t reincarnate. They don’t go to Heaven, or Hell, or any kind of afterlife. They just … disappear.



Elena stopped writing for a moment and took a deep breath. Her eyes filled with tears, but she bent over the diary again. She had to tell the whole truth if there was going to be any point to keeping a diary at all.



Damon died in my arms. It was agonising to watch him slip away from me. But I’ll never let Stefan know how I truly felt about his brother. It would be cruel – and what good would it do now?

I still can’t believe he’s gone. There was no one as alive as Damon – no one who loved life more than he did. Now he’ll never know—



At that moment the door of Elena’s bedroom suddenly flew open, and Elena, her heart in her throat, slammed the diary shut. But the intruder was only her younger sister, Margaret, dressed in pink flower-printed pyjamas, her corn-silk hair standing straight up in the middle like a thrush’s feathers. The five-year-old didn’t decelerate until she was almost on top of Elena – and then she launched herself at her through the air.

She landed squarely on her older sister, knocking the breath out of her. Margaret’s cheeks were wet, her eyes shining, and her little hands clutched at Elena.

Elena found herself holding on just as tightly, feeling the weight of her sister, inhaling the sweet scent of baby shampoo and Play-Doh.

‘I missed you!’ Margaret said, her voice on the verge of sobbing. ‘Elena! I missed you so much!’

‘What?’ Despite her effort to make her voice light, Elena could hear it shaking. She realised with a jolt that she hadn’t seen Margaret – really seen her – for more than eight months. But Margaret couldn’t know that. ‘You missed me so much since bedtime that you had to come running to find me?’

Margaret drew slightly away from Elena and stared at her. Margaret’s five-year-old clear blue eyes had a look in them, an intensely knowing look, that sent a shiver down Elena’s spine.

But Margaret didn’t say a word. She simply tightened her grip on Elena, curling up and letting her head rest on Elena’s shoulder. ‘I had a bad dream. I dreamed you left me. You went away.’ The last word was a quiet wail.

‘Oh, Margaret,’ Elena said, hugging her sister’s warm solidity, ‘it was only a dream. I’m not going anywhere.’ She closed her eyes and held on to Margaret, praying her sister had truly only had a nightmare, and that she hadn’t slipped through the cracks of the Guardians’ spell.

‘All right, cookie, time to get a move on,’ said Elena after a few moments, gently tickling Margaret’s side. ‘Are we going to have a fabulous breakfast together? Shall I make you pancakes?’

Margaret sat up then and gazed at Elena with wide blue eyes. ‘Uncle Robert’s making waffles,’ she said. ‘He always makes waffles on Sunday mornings. Remember?’

Uncle Robert. Right. He and Aunt Judith had gotten married after Elena had died. ‘Sure, he does, bunny,’ she said lightly. ‘I just forgot it was Sunday for a minute.’

Now that Margaret had mentioned it, she could hear someone down in the kitchen. And smell something delicious cooking. She sniffed. ‘Is that bacon?’

Margaret nodded. ‘Race you to the kitchen!’

Elena laughed and stretched. ‘Give me a minute to wake all the way up. I’ll meet you down there.’ I’ll get to talk to Aunt Judith again, she realised with a sudden burst of joy.

Margaret bounced out of bed. At the door, she paused and looked back at her sister. ‘You really are coming down, right?’ she asked hesitantly.

‘I really am,’ Elena said, and Margaret smiled and headed down the hall.

Watching her, Elena was struck once more by what an amazing second chance – third chance, really – she’d been given. For a moment Elena just soaked in the essence of her dear, darling home, a place she’d never thought she’d live in again. She could hear Margaret’s light voice chattering away happily downstairs, the deeper rumble of Robert answering her. She was so lucky, despite everything, to be back home at last. What could be more wonderful?

Her eyes filled with tears and she closed them tightly. What a stupid thing to think. What could be more wonderful? If the crow on her windowsill had been Damon, if she’d known that he was out there somewhere, ready to flash his lazy smile or even purposely aggravate her, now that would have been more wonderful.

Elena opened her eyes and blinked hard several times, willing the tears away. She couldn’t fall apart. Not now. Not when she was about to see her family again. Now she would smile and laugh and hug her family. Later she would collapse, indulging the sharp ache inside her, and let herself sob. After all, she had all the time in the world to mourn Damon, because losing him would never, ever stop hurting.
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The bright morning sun shone on the long, winding drive that led to the garage behind the boardinghouse. Puffs of white cloud scudded across the light blue sky. It was such a peaceful scene that it was almost impossible to believe that anything bad had ever happened in this place.

The last time I was here, thought Stefan, putting on his sunglasses, it was a wasteland.

When the kitsune had held sway in Fell’s Church, it had been a war zone. Children against parents, teenage girls mutilating themselves, the town half-destroyed. Blood on the streets, pain and suffering everywhere.

Behind him, the front door opened. Stefan turned quickly to see Mrs Flowers coming out of the house. The old woman wore a long black dress, and her eyes were shielded by a straw hat covered with artificial flowers. She looked tired and worn, but her smile was as gentle as always.

‘Stefan,’ she said. ‘The world is here this morning, the way it should be.’ Mrs Flowers stepped closer and gazed up into his face, her sharp blue eyes warm with sympathy. She looked as if she were about to ask him something, but at the last minute seemed to change her mind and instead said, ‘Meredith called, and Matt, too. It seems that, against all the odds, everyone has survived unscathed.’ She hesitated, and then squeezed his arm. ‘Almost everyone.’

Something twisted painfully in Stefan’s chest. He didn’t want to talk about Damon. He couldn’t, not yet. Instead, he bowed his head. ‘We owe you a great debt, Mrs Flowers,’ he said, choosing his words with care. ‘We never could have defeated the kitsune without you – you were the one who held them at bay and defended the town for so long. None of us will ever forget that.’

Mrs Flowers’s smile deepened, an unexpected dimple flickering in one cheek. ‘Thank you, Stefan,’ she said with equal formality. ‘There is no one I would have rather fought alongside than you and the others.’ She sighed and patted his shoulder. ‘Although I must be getting old at last; I feel the need to spend most of today dozing in a chair in the garden. Fighting evil takes more out of me than it used to.’

Stefan offered his arm to assist her down the porch steps, and she smiled at him once more. ‘Tell Elena that I’ll make those tea biscuits she likes whenever she’s ready to leave her family and come visit,’ she said, then turned towards her rose garden.

Elena and her family. Stefan imagined his love, her silky blonde hair tumbling about her shoulders, little Margaret in her lap. Elena had another shot at a real human life now, which was worth everything.

It had been Stefan’s fault that Elena lost her first life – he knew that with a hard certainty that gnawed at his insides. He had brought Katherine to Fell’s Church, and Katherine had destroyed Elena. This time he would make sure Elena was protected.

With one last glance at Mrs Flowers in her garden, he squared his shoulders and walked into the woods. Birds sang at the sun-dappled edges of the forest, but Stefan was headed much deeper in, where ancient oaks grew and the underbrush was thick. Where no one would see him, where he could hunt.

Stopping in a small clearing several miles in, Stefan took off his sunglasses and listened. From nearby came the soft crackle of something moving beneath a bush. He concentrated, reaching out with his mind. It was a rabbit, its heart beating rapidly, looking for its own morning meal.

Stefan focused his mind on it. Come to me, he thought, gently and persuasively. He sensed the rabbit stiffen for a moment; then it hopped slowly out from under a bush, its eyes glassy.

It came towards him docilely and, with an extra mental nudge from Stefan, stopped at his feet. Stefan scooped it up and turned it over to reach the tender throat, where its pulse fluttered. With a silent apology to the animal, Stefan gave himself over to his hunger, allowing his fangs to click into place. He tore into the rabbit’s throat, drinking the blood slowly, trying not to wince at the taste.

While the kitsune had threatened Fell’s Church, Elena, Bonnie, Meredith and Matt had insisted he feed on them, knowing human blood would keep him as strong as possible for the fight. Their blood had been almost otherworldly: Meredith’s fiery and strong; Matt’s pure and wholesome; Bonnie’s sweet as dessert; Elena’s heady and invigorating. Despite the foul taste of the rabbit in his mouth, his canines prickled with remembered hunger.

But now he wouldn’t drink human blood, he told himself firmly. He couldn’t keep crossing that line, even if they were willing. Not unless his friends’ safety was at risk. The change from human to animal blood would be painful; he remembered that from when he had first stopped drinking human blood – aching teeth, nausea, irritability, the feeling that he was starving even when his stomach was full – but it was the only option.

When the rabbit’s heartbeat stopped altogether, Stefan gently disengaged. He held the limp body in his hands for a moment, then set it on the ground and covered it with leaves. Thank you, little one, he thought. He was still hungry, but he had already taken one life this morning.

Damon would have laughed. Stefan could almost hear him. Noble Stefan, he would scoff, his black eyes narrowing in half-affectionate disdain. You’re missing all the best parts of being a vampire while you wrestle with your conscience, you fool.

As if summoned by his thoughts, a crow cawed overhead. For a moment, Stefan fully expected the bird to plummet to earth and transform into his brother. When it didn’t, Stefan gave a short half-laugh at his own stupidity and was surprised when it sounded almost like a sob.

Damon was never coming back. His brother was gone. They’d had centuries of bitterness between them and had only just started to repair their relationship, joining together to fight the evil that always seemed drawn to Fell’s Church and to shield Elena from it. But Damon was dead, and now Stefan was the only one left to protect Elena and their friends.

A latent worm of fear squirmed in his chest. There was so much that could go wrong. Humans were so vulnerable, and now that Elena had no special powers, she was as vulnerable as any of them.

The thought sent him reeling, and immediately he took off, running straight towards Elena’s house on the other side of the woods. Elena was his responsibility now. And he would never let anything hurt her again.



The upstairs landing was almost the same as Elena remembered it: shining dark wood with an Oriental carpet runner, a few little tables with knickknacks and photographs, a couch near the big picture window overlooking the front drive.

But halfway to the stairs, Elena paused, glimpsing something new. Among the silver-framed photos on one of the small tables was a picture of herself and Meredith and Bonnie, faces close together, grinning widely in caps and gowns and proudly brandishing diplomas. Elena picked it up, holding it close. She had graduated from high school.

It felt odd to see this other Elena, as she couldn’t help thinking of her, her blonde hair pulled back in an elegant French twist, creamy skin flushed with excitement, smiling with her best friends, and not remember a thing about it. And she looked so carefree, this Elena, so full of joy and hope and expectations for the future. This Elena knew nothing of the horror of the Dark Dimension or the havoc the kitsune had caused. This Elena was happy.

Glancing quickly among the photos, Elena located a few more she hadn’t seen before. Apparently this other Elena had been queen of the Snow Ball, though Elena remembered Caroline had won that crown after Elena’s death. In this picture, however, Queen Elena was resplendent in pale violet silk, surrounded by her court: Bonnie fluffy and adorable in shiny blue taffeta; Meredith sophisticated in black; auburn-haired Caroline looking aggrieved in a tight silver dress that left very little to the imagination; and Sue Carson, pretty in pale pink, smiling straight into the camera, very much alive. Tears stung Elena’s eyes once more. They had saved her. Elena and Meredith and Bonnie and Matt and Stefan had saved Sue Carson.

Then Elena’s gaze landed on another photograph, this one of Aunt Judith in a long, lacy wedding dress, Robert standing proudly beside her in a morning suit. With them was the other Elena, clearly the maid of honour, in a dress the colour of green leaves, holding a bouquet of pink roses. Beside her stood Margaret, shining blonde head ducked shyly, grasping Elena’s dress with one hand. She was wearing a full-skirted white flower girl’s dress tied with a wide green sash, and she clutched a basket of roses in her other hand.

Elena’s hands shook a little as she put this picture down. It looked as if a good time had been had by all. What a pity she hadn’t actually been there.

Downstairs, a glass clinked against the table, and she heard Aunt Judith laugh. Putting aside all the strangeness of this new past she’d have to learn, Elena hurried down the stairs, ready to greet her future.

In the dining room, Aunt Judith poured orange juice from a blue jug while Robert spooned batter onto the waffle iron. Margaret was kneeling behind her chair, narrating an intense conversation between her stuffed rabbit and a toy tiger.

A great surge of joy filled Elena’s chest, and she grabbed Aunt Judith in a tight hug and spun her around. Orange juice spilled across the floor in a wide arc.

‘Elena!’ scolded Aunt Judith, half laughing. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘Nothing! I just, I love you, Aunt Judith,’ Elena said, hugging her tighter. ‘I really do.’

‘Oh,’ said Aunt Judith, her eyes soft. ‘Oh, Elena, I love you, too.’

‘And what a beautiful day,’ Elena said, pirouetting away. ‘A wonderful day to be alive.’ She dropped a kiss on Margaret’s blonde head. Aunt Judith reached for the paper towels.

Robert cleared his throat. ‘Are we to take it that you’ve forgiven us for grounding you last weekend?’

Oh. Elena tried to figure out how to respond, but after she’d been living on her own for months, the whole concept of being grounded by Aunt Judith and Robert seemed ridiculous. Still, she widened her eyes and put on an appropriately contrite expression. ‘I’m truly sorry, Aunt Judith and Robert. It won’t happen again.’ Whatever it is.

Robert’s shoulders relaxed. ‘We’ll say no more about it, then,’ he said with obvious relief. He slid a hot waffle onto her plate and handed her the syrup. ‘Do you have anything fun planned for today?’

‘Stefan is picking me up after breakfast,’ Elena said, then paused. The last time she had talked to Aunt Judith, after the disastrous Founder’s Day pageant, Aunt Judith and Robert had been seriously anti-Stefan. They, like most of the town, had suspected him of being responsible for Mr Tanner’s death.

But apparently they had no problem with Stefan in this world, because Robert simply nodded. And, she reminded herself, if the Guardians had done what she asked, Mr Tanner was alive, so they couldn’t have suspected Stefan of killing him … Oh, it was all so confusing!

She went on: ‘We’re going to hang out in town, maybe catch up with Meredith and the others.’ She couldn’t wait to see the town back to its old, safe self and to be with Stefan when, for once, they weren’t battling some horrible evil but could just be a normal couple.

Aunt Judith grinned. ‘So, just another lazy day, hmm? I’m glad you’re having a nice summer before you go off to college, Elena. You worked so hard all last year.’

‘Mmm,’ said Elena vaguely, cutting into her waffle.

She hoped the Guardians had gotten her into Dalcrest, a small college a couple of hours away, as she’d requested.

‘Come on up, Meggie,’ Robert said, buttering the little girl’s waffle. Margaret scrambled up onto her chair, and Elena smiled at the obvious affection on Robert’s face. Margaret was clearly his darling little girl.

Catching Elena’s eye, Margaret growled and thrust the toy tiger across the table towards her. Elena jumped. The little girl snarled, and her face was momentarily transformed into something savage.

‘He wants to eat you with his big teeth,’ Margaret said, her little-girl voice hoarse. ‘He’s coming to get you.’

‘Margaret!’ Aunt Judith scolded as Elena shuddered. Margaret’s briefly feral look reminded her of the kitsune, of the girls they had driven mad. But then Margaret gave her a huge grin and made the tiger nuzzle Elena’s arm.

The doorbell rang. Elena crammed the last bite of waffle into her mouth. ‘That’s Stefan,’ she mumbled around it. ‘See you later.’ She wiped her lips and checked her hair in the mirror before opening the door.

And there was Stefan, as handsome as ever. Elegant Roman features, high cheekbones, a classical straight nose, and sensually curving mouth. He held his sunglasses loosely in one hand, and his leaf green eyes caught hers with a gaze of pure love. Elena broke into a wide, involuntary smile.

Oh, Stefan, she thought to him, I love you, I love you. It’s so wonderful to be home. I can’t stop missing Damon and wishing we could have done something differently and saved him – and I wouldn’t want to stop thinking of him – but I can’t help being happy, too.

Wait. She felt like someone had slammed on the brakes and she’d been thrown against a seat belt.

Though Elena was sending the words, and a huge wave of affection and love with them, towards Stefan, there was no response, no return of emotions. It was as if there were an invisible wall between her and Stefan, blocking her thoughts from reaching him.

‘Elena?’ Stefan said aloud, his smile faltering.

Oh. She hadn’t realised. She hadn’t even thought about this.

When the Guardians took her powers, they must have taken everything. Including her telepathic connection to Stefan. It had lingered … She was sure she had still heard him, and reached his mind, after she had lost her connection to Bonnie. But now it was gone completely.

Leaning forward, she grasped his shirt, pulled him to her, and kissed him fiercely.

Oh, thank God, she thought, as she felt the familiar, comforting sense of their minds entwining. Stefan’s lips curled into a smile beneath hers.

I thought I’d lost you, she thought, that I wouldn’t be able to reach you like this any more, either. Unlike with the telepathic connection they’d shared, she knew the thoughts weren’t reaching Stefan as words but as images and emotions. From him, she felt a wordless, steady stream of unfailing love.

A throat was cleared pointedly behind them. Elena reluctantly released Stefan and turned to see Aunt Judith watching them.

Stefan straightened with an embarrassed blush, the slightest look of apprehension in his eyes. Elena grinned. She loved that he’d been through hell – literally – but was still scared to upset Elena’s aunt. She put her hand on his arm, trying to send a message that Aunt Judith now accepted their relationship, but Aunt Judith’s warm smile and greeting said it for her.

‘Hello, Stefan. You’ll be back by six, won’t you, Elena?’ Aunt Judith asked. ‘Robert’s got a late meeting, so I thought you, Margaret and I could go out for a girls’ night together.’ She looked hopeful yet hesitant, like someone knocking on a door that might be slammed in her face. Elena’s stomach knotted with guilt. Have I been avoiding Aunt Judith this summer?

She could imagine that, if she hadn’t died, she might have been eager to move on with her life and chafed at the family that wanted to keep her home and safe. But this Elena knew better – knew how lucky she was to have Aunt Judith and Robert. And it seemed that this Elena had a lot of making up to do.

‘Sounds like fun!’ she said cheerfully, pasting a bright smile on her face. ‘Can I invite Bonnie and Meredith? They’d love a girls’ night.’ And it would be nice, she thought, to have friends around who were as clueless about what had been going on in this version of Fell’s Church as she was.

‘Wonderful,’ Aunt Judith said, looking happier and more relaxed. ‘Have a good time, kids.’

As Elena headed out the door, Margaret ran out of the kitchen. ‘Elena!’ she said, wrapping her arms tightly around Elena’s waist. Elena bent and kissed the top of her head.

‘I’ll catch you later, bunny rabbit,’ she said.

Margaret motioned for Elena and Stefan to kneel down, then put her lips right next to their ears. ‘Don’t forget to come back this time,’ she whispered before retreating inside.

For a moment, Elena just knelt there, frozen. Stefan squeezed her hand, pulling her up, and even without their telepathic connection, she knew they were having the same thought.

As they headed away from the house, Stefan took her by the shoulders. His green eyes gazed into hers, and he bent forward to brush a light kiss upon her lips.

‘Margaret’s a little girl,’ he said firmly. ‘It could just be that she doesn’t want her big sister to leave. Maybe she’s worried about you going off to college.’

‘Maybe,’ Elena murmured as Stefan wrapped his arms around her. She inhaled his green, woodsy scent and felt her breathing slow and the knot in her stomach loosen.

‘And if not,’ she said slowly, ‘we’ll work it out. We always do. But right now I want to see what the Guardians gave us.’
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It was the little changes that surprised Elena the most. She had expected the Guardians to bring Fell’s Church back. And they had.

The last time she’d seen the town, probably a quarter of the houses had been rubble. They’d been burned or bombed, some fully destroyed, some only half-gone, with police tape dangling dismally across what was left of their entrances. Around and above the ruined houses, trees and bushes had grown and stretched strangely, vines draping over the debris, giving the streets of the small town the look of an ancient jungle.

Now Fell’s Church was – mostly – the way Elena remembered it. A picture postcard–perfect small Southern town of deep-porched houses surrounded by carefully tended flower gardens and big old trees. The sun was shining and the air was warm with the promise of a hot and humid Virginia summer day.

From a few blocks away came the muted roar of a lawn mower, and the smell of cut grass filled the air. The Kinkade kids in the house on the corner had dragged out their badminton set and were batting the birdie back and forth; the youngest girl waved to Elena and Stefan as they passed. Everything took Elena back to the long July days she’d known all the previous summers of her life.

Elena hadn’t asked for her old life back, though. Her exact words had been: I want a new life, with my real old life behind me. She’d wanted Fell’s Church to be the way it would have been now, months later, if evil had never come to town back at the beginning of her senior year.

But she hadn’t realised how jarring all the little changes would be. The small colonial-style house in the middle of the next block had been painted a surprising shade of pink, and the old oak tree in its front lawn had been cut down and replaced with a flowering shrub.

‘Huh.’ Elena turned to Stefan as they passed the house. ‘Mrs McCloskey must have died, or moved to a nursing home.’ Stefan looked at her blankly. ‘She never would have let them paint her house that colour. There must be new people living there,’ she explained, shivering slightly.

‘What is it?’ Stefan asked instantly, as attuned to her moods as ever.

‘Nothing, it’s just …’ Elena tried to smile as she tucked a silky lock of hair behind her ear. ‘She used to feed me cookies when I was a kid. It’s strange to realise she might have died of natural causes while we’ve been gone.’

Stefan nodded, and the two walked silently to Fell’s Church’s small downtown. Elena was about to point out that her favourite coffee shop had been replaced by a drugstore, when she grabbed Stefan’s arm. ‘Stefan. Look.’

Coming towards them were Isobel Saitou and Jim Bryce.

‘Isobel! Jim!’ Elena shouted joyfully, and ran towards them. But Isobel was stiff in her arms, and Jim was looking at her curiously.

‘Uh, hi?’ Isobel said hesitantly.

Elena instantly stepped back. Oops. In this life, did she even know Isobel? They’d been in school together, of course. Jim had gone out with Meredith a couple of times before he and Isobel started dating, although Elena hadn’t known him well. But it was possible she had never even spoken to quiet, studious Isobel Saitou before the kitsune came to town.

Elena’s mind worked busily, trying to figure out how to get out of this without seeming crazy. But a warm buzz of happiness kept rising up in her chest, keeping her from taking the problem too seriously. Isobel was OK. She’d suffered so much at the hands of the kitsune: She’d pierced herself in horrible ways and slit her own tongue so severely that even after she’d recovered from the kitsune’s thrall, she’d spoken in a soft slur. Worse, the kitsune goddess had been in Isobel’s house the whole time, pretending to be Isobel’s grandmother.

And poor Jim … Infected through Isobel, Jim had torn himself apart, eating at his own flesh. Yet here he was, as handsome and carefree – albeit mildly confused – as ever.

Stefan smiled broadly, and Elena couldn’t stop giggling. ‘Sorry, guys, I’m just … so happy to see familiar faces from school. I must miss good old Robert E. Lee High School, you know? Who would have thought?’

It was a pretty weak excuse, but Isobel and Jim smiled and nodded. Jim cleared his throat awkwardly and said, ‘Yeah, it was a good year, wasn’t it?’

Elena laughed again. She couldn’t help herself. A good year.

They chatted for a few minutes before Elena casually asked, ‘How’s your grandmother, Isobel?’

Isobel looked at her blankly. ‘My grandmother?’ she said. ‘You must be confusing me with someone else. Both my grandmothers have been dead for years.’

‘Oh, my mistake.’ Elena said goodbye and managed to contain herself until Isobel and Jim were out of earshot. Then she took Stefan by the arms, pulled him towards her, and gave him a resounding kiss, feeling delight and triumph passing back and forth between them.

‘We did it,’ she said when the kiss had ended. ‘They’re fine! And not just them.’ More solemn now, she gazed up into his green eyes, so serious and kind. ‘We did something really important and wonderful, didn’t we?’

‘We did,’ Stefan agreed, but she couldn’t help but notice something hard in his voice as he said it.

They walked hand in hand, and without discussing it, they headed for the edge of town, crossing Wickery Bridge and climbing the hill. They turned into the cemetery, past the ruined church where Katherine had hidden, and down into the little valley below that held the newer part of the graveyard.

Elena and Stefan sat down on the neatly trimmed grass by the big marble headstone with ‘Gilbert’ carved into the front.

‘Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad,’ Elena whispered. ‘I’m sorry it’s been so long.’

Back in her old life, she had visited her parents’ graves often, just to talk to them. She’d felt like they were able to hear her somehow, that they were wishing her well from whatever higher plane they’d ended up on. It had always made her feel better to tell them her troubles, and before her life had gotten so complicated, she had told them everything.

She put out one hand and gently touched the names and dates carved on the tombstone. Elena bent her head.

‘It’s my fault they’re dead,’ she said. Stefan made a soft noise of disagreement, and she turned to look at him. ‘It is,’ she said, her eyes burning. ‘The Guardians told me so.’

Stefan sighed and kissed her forehead. ‘The Guardians wanted to kill you,’ he said. ‘To make you one of them. And they accidentally killed your parents instead. It’s no more your fault than if they had shot at you and missed.’

‘But I distracted my father at the critical moment and made him crash,’ Elena said, hunching her shoulders.

‘So the Guardians say,’ Stefan replied. ‘But they wouldn’t want it to sound like their fault. They don’t like to admit they make mistakes. The fact remains that the accident that killed your parents wouldn’t have happened if the Guardians hadn’t been there.’

Elena lowered her eyes to hide the tears swimming in them. What Stefan said was true, she thought, but she couldn’t stop the chorus of myfaultmyfaultmyfault in her head.

A few wild violets were growing on her left, and she picked them, along with a patch of buttercups. Stefan joined her, handing her a sprig of columbine with yellow bell-shaped blossoms to add to her tiny wildflower bouquet.

‘Damon never trusted the Guardians,’ he said quietly. ‘Well, he wouldn’t – they don’t think much of vampires. But beyond that …’ He reached for a tall stalk of Queen Anne’s lace growing beside a nearby headstone. ‘Damon had a pretty finely tuned sense for detecting lies – the lies people told themselves and the ones they told other people. When we were young we had a tutor – a priest, no less – who I liked and my father trusted, and Damon despised. When the man ran off with my father’s gold and a young lady from the neighbourhood, Damon was the only one who wasn’t surprised.’ Stefan smiled at Elena. ‘He said that the priest’s eyes were wrong. And that he spoke too smoothly.’ Stefan shrugged. ‘My father and I never noticed. But Damon did.’

Elena smiled tremulously. ‘He always knew when I wasn’t being totally honest with him.’ She had a sudden flash of memory: of Damon’s deep black eyes holding hers, his pupils dilated like a cat’s, his head tilting as their lips met. She looked away from Stefan’s warm green eyes, so different from Damon’s dark ones, and twisted the thick stalk of the Queen Anne’s lace around the other flowers. When the bouquet was tied together, she placed it on her parents’ grave.

‘I miss him,’ Stefan said softly. ‘There was a time when I would have thought … when his death might have been a relief. But I’m so glad we came together – that we were brothers again – before he died.’ He put a gentle hand beneath Elena’s chin and tilted her head up so that her eyes met his again. ‘I know you loved him, Elena. It’s OK. You don’t have to pretend.’

Elena gave a little gasp of pain.

It was like there was a dark hole inside her. She could laugh and smile and marvel at the restored town; she could love her family; but all the time there was this dull ache, this terrible sense of loss.

Letting her tears loose at last, Elena fell into Stefan’s arms.

‘Oh, my love,’ he said, his voice catching, and they wept together, taking comfort in each other’s warmth.



Fine ash had fallen for a long time. Now it settled at last and the small moon of the Nether World was covered with thick, sticky piles of dust. Here and there, opalescent fluid pooled against the charred blackness, colouring it with the rainbow of an oil slick.

Nothing moved. Now that the Great Tree had disintegrated, nothing lived in this place.

Deep below the surface of the ruined moon was a body. His poisoned blood had stopped flowing and he lay unmoving, unfeeling, unseeing. But the drops of fluid saturating his skin nourished him, and a slow thrum of magical life beat steadily on.

Every now and then a flicker of consciousness rose within him. He had forgotten who he was and how he had died. But there was a voice somewhere deep inside him, a light, sweet voice he knew well, that told him, Close your eyes now. Let go. Let go. Go. It was comforting, and his last spark of consciousness was holding on for a moment longer, just to hear it. He couldn’t remember whose voice it was, although something in it reminded him of sunlight, of gold and lapis lazuli.

Let go. He was slipping away, the last spark dimming, but it was all right. It was warm and comfortable, and he was ready to let go now. The voice would take him all the way to … to wherever it was he would go.

As the flicker of consciousness was about to go out for the last time, another voice – a sharper, more commanding voice, the voice of someone used to having his orders obeyed – spoke within him.

She needs you. She’s in danger.

He couldn’t let go. Not yet. That voice pulled painfully at him, holding him to life.

With a sharp shock, everything shifted. As if he’d been ripped out of that gentle, cosy place, he was suddenly freezing cold. Everything hurt.

Deep within the ash, his fingers twitched.
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‘Are you excited about Alaric arriving tomorrow?’ Matt asked. ‘He’s bringing his researcher friend Celia, right?’

Meredith kicked him in the chest.

‘Oof!’ Matt staggered backwards, knocked breathless despite the protective vest he had on. Meredith followed up with a roundhouse kick to Matt’s side, and he fell to his knees, barely managing to raise his hands and block a straight punch to his face.

‘Ow!’ he said. ‘Meredith, time-out, OK?’

Meredith dropped into a graceful tiger stance, her back leg supporting her weight while her front foot rested lightly on her toes. Her face was calm, her eyes cool and watchful. She looked ready to pounce if Matt showed any sign of sudden movement.

When he’d arrived to spar with Meredith – to help her keep her hunter-slayer skills in top-notch shape – Matt had wondered why she had handed him a helmet, mouth guard, gloves, shin guards and vest, while she wore only sleek black workout clothes.

Now he knew. He hadn’t even come close to hitting her, while she’d pummelled him mercilessly. Matt eased a hand up under the vest and rubbed ruefully at his side. He hoped he hadn’t cracked a rib.

‘Ready to go again?’ Meredith said, her eyebrows raised in challenge.

‘Please, no, Meredith,’ Matt said, raising his hands in surrender. ‘Let’s take a break. It feels like you’ve been punching me for hours.’

Meredith walked over to the small fridge in the corner of her family’s rec room and tossed Matt a bottle of water, then sank down next to him on the mat. ‘Sorry. I guess I got carried away. I’ve never sparred with a friend before.’

Looking around as he took a long, cool drink, Matt shook his head. ‘I don’t know how you managed to keep this place secret for so long.’ The basement room had been converted into a perfect place to train: throwing stars, knives, swords and staves of various kinds were mounted on the walls; a punching bag hung in one corner, while a padded dummy leaned in another. The floor was lined with mats, and one wall was completely mirrored. In the middle of the opposite wall hung the fighting stave: a special weapon for battling the supernatural that had been handed down through generations of Meredith’s family. It was deadly but elegant-looking, the hilt covered with jewels, the ends spiked with silver, wood and white ash, and the needles steeped in poison. Matt eyed it warily.

‘Well,’ said Meredith, looking away, ‘the Suarez family has always been good at keeping secrets.’ She began to move through a tae kwon do form: back stance, double fist block, left front stance, reverse middle punch. She was graceful as a slim black cat in her workout gear.

After a moment, Matt capped his water bottle, climbed to his feet, and began to mirror her movements. Left double front kick, left inside block, double-handed punch. He knew he was half a beat behind and felt shambling and awkward next to her, but frowned and concentrated. He’d always been a good athlete. He could do this, too.

‘Besides, it’s not like I was bringing my prom dates down here,’ Meredith offered after a cycle, half smiling. ‘It wasn’t that hard to hide.’ She watched Matt in the mirror. ‘No, block low with your left hand and high with your right hand, like this.’ She showed him again, and he shadowed her movements.

‘OK, yeah,’ he said, only half concentrating on his words now, focused on the positions. ‘But you could have told us. We’re your best friends.’ He moved his left foot forward and mimicked Meredith’s backwards elbow blow. ‘At least, you could have told us after the whole thing with Klaus and Katherine,’ he amended. ‘Before that, we would have thought you were crazy.’

Meredith shrugged and dropped her hands, and Matt followed before he realised that the gestures weren’t part of the tae kwon do form.

Now they stood side by side, staring at each other in the mirror. Meredith’s cool and elegant face looked pale and pinched. ‘I was brought up to keep my heritage as a hunter-slayer a deep, dark secret,’ she said. ‘Telling anybody wasn’t something I could consider. Even Alaric doesn’t know.’

Matt turned away from Meredith’s mirror image to gape at the real girl. Alaric and Meredith were practically engaged. Matt had never been that serious with anyone – the girl he’d come closest to loving was Elena, and obviously that hadn’t worked out – but he’d sort of figured that, if you committed your heart to somebody, you told them everything.

‘Isn’t Alaric a paranormal researcher? Don’t you think he would understand?’

Frowning, Meredith shrugged again. ‘Probably,’ she said, sounding irritated and dismissive, ‘but I don’t want to be something for him to study or research, any more than I want him to freak out. But since you and the others know, I’ll have to tell him.’

‘Hmm.’ Matt rubbed his aching side again. ‘Is that why you’re pounding on me so aggressively? Because you’re worried about telling him?’

Meredith met his eyes. The lines of her face were still tense, but a mischievous glimmer shone in her eyes. ‘Aggressive?’ she asked sweetly, falling back into the tiger stance. Matt felt an answering smile tug at the corners of his mouth. ‘You haven’t seen anything yet.’



Elena surveyed the restaurant Judith had picked with a kind of bemused horror. Beeping video game machines vied for attention with old-fashioned arcade games like Whac-A-Mole and Skee-Ball. Bouquets of brightly coloured balloons bobbed over every table, and a cacophony of song rose from various corners as singing waiters delivered pizza after pizza. What seemed like hundreds of children ran loose across the floor, shrieking and laughing.

Stefan had walked her to the restaurant, but, eyeing the neon paint job with alarm, he’d declined to come in.

‘Oh, I shouldn’t intrude on girls’ night,’ he’d said vaguely, and then disappeared so quickly Elena suspected he’d used vampiric speed.

‘Traitor,’ she’d muttered, before warily opening the bright pink door. After their time together in the graveyard, she felt stronger and happier, but she would have liked some support here, too.

‘Welcome to Happytown,’ chirped an unnaturally cheery hostess. ‘Table for one, or are youmeeting a party?’

Elena repressed a shudder. She couldn’t imagine anyone choosing to come to a place like this by themselves. ‘I think I see my group now,’ she said politely, catching sight of Aunt Judith waving to her from a corner.

‘This is your idea of a fun girls’ night out, Aunt Judith?’ she asked when she reached the table. ‘I was picturing something more like a cosy bistro.’

Aunt Judith nodded towards the other side of the room. Peering over, Elena spotted Margaret, happily whacking away at toy moles with a mallet.

‘We’re always dragging Margaret to grown-up places and expecting her to behave,’ Aunt Judith explained. ‘I thought it was time she got a turn to do something she enjoyed. I hope Bonnie and Meredith won’t mind.’

‘She certainly looks like she’s enjoying herself,’ Elena said, studying her little sister. Her memories of Margaret from the last year were of strain and anxiety: During the fall Margaret had been upset by Elena’s fighting with Judith and Robert and by the mysterious happenings in Fell’s Church, and then, of course, devastated by Elena’s death. Elena had watched her through the windows afterwards and seen her sobbing. She’d suffered more than any five-year-old should, even if she didn’t remember any of it now.
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