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CHAPTER

1

Dear Diary, Last night, I had a terrifying dream.

Everything was as it had been just a few short hours before. I was back in the Vitale Society’s underground chamber, and Ethan was holding me captive, his knife cold and steady at my throat. Stefan and Damon watched us, their faces wary, bodies tensed, waiting for the moment when one of them would be able to dash in and save me. But I knew they would be too late. I knew that, despite their supernatural speed, Ethan would cut my throat and I would die.

There was so much pain in Stefan’s eyes. It broke my heart to know how much my death would hurt him. I hated the idea of dying without Stefan knowing that I had chosen him, only him – that all my indecision was behind us.

Ethan pulled me even closer, his arm as tight and unyielding as a band of steel across my chest. I felt the cold edge of the knife bite into my flesh.

Then without warning Ethan fell, and Meredith was standing there, her hair streaming behind her, her face as wild and determined as a vengeful goddess’s, her stave still raised from the killing blow she’d put through his heart.

It should have been a moment of joy and relief. In real life, it was: the moment when I knew I was going to live, when I was about to find myself safe in Stefan’s arms.

But in the dream, Meredith’s face was blotted out by a flash of pure white light. I felt myself growing colder and colder, my body freezing, my emotions muffled into a chilly calm. My humanity was slipping away, and something hard and inflexible and … other … was taking its place.

In the heat of the battle, I had let myself forget what James had told me: that my parents had promised me to the Guardians, that I was fated to become one of them. And now they had come to claim me.

I woke up terrified.

 

Elena Gilbert paused and lifted the pen from the page of her journal, reluctant to write any more. Putting what she was most afraid of into words would make it feel more real.

She glanced around her dorm room, her new home. Bonnie and Meredith had come and gone while Elena slept. Bonnie’s covers were flung back, and her laptop was gone from her desk. Meredith’s side of the room, usually painstakingly organised, showed evidence of how exhausted Meredith must have been: the bloodstained clothes she had worn to fight Ethan and his vampire followers had been left on the floor. Her weapons were strewn across the bed, mostly shoved to one side, as if the young vampire hunter had curled up among them to sleep.

Elena sighed. Maybe Meredith would understand how Elena felt. She knew what it was like to have a destiny decided for you, to discover that your own hopes and dreams meant nothing in the end.

But Meredith had embraced her fate. There was nothing more important to her now, or that she loved more, than being a hunter of monsters and keeping the innocent safe.

Elena didn’t think she could find the same kind of joy in her new destiny.

 

I don’t want to be a Guardian, she wrote miserably. The Guardians killed my parents. I don’t think I can ever get past that. If it wasn’t for them, my selfless parents would still be alive and I wouldn’t be constantly worrying about the lives of the people I love. The Guardians only believe in one thing: Order. Not Justice. Not Love.

I never want to be like that. I never want to be one of them.

But do I have a choice? James made it sound like becoming a Guardian was just something that would happen to me – something I wouldn’t be able to avoid. Powers would suddenly manifest themselves, and I would change, ready for whatever horrible thing comes next.

 

Elena scrubbed at her face with the back of her hand. Even after her long sleep, her eyes felt gritty and strained.

 

I haven’t told anyone yet, she wrote. Meredith and Damon knew I was upset after I saw James, but they don’t know what he told me. So much happened last night that I never got a chance to tell them.

I need to talk to Stefan about this. I know that when I do, everything will start to feel … better.

But I’m scared to tell him.

After Stefan and I broke up, Damon made me see the choice I needed to make. One path led to the daylight with the possibility of being a normal girl with an almost-normal, almost-human life with Stefan. The second into the night, embracing Power, adventure, and all the exhilaration the darkness can hold, with Damon.

I chose the light, chose Stefan. But if I’m fated to become a Guardian, is the path of darkness and Power unavoidable? Will I become someone who can do the unthinkable – take the lives of people as loving and pure as my parents? What kind of normal girl could I be, as a Guardian?

 

Elena was jolted from her thoughts by the sound of a key in the door. She closed the velvet-covered journal and shoved it quickly under her mattress.

‘Hi,’ she said as Meredith came into the room.

‘Hi yourself,’ Meredith said, grinning at her. Her dark-haired friend couldn’t have had more than a few hours of sleep – she’d been out hunting vampires with Stefan and Damon after Elena had gone to bed, and she’d left before Elena had woken up – but she looked refreshed and cheerful, her grey eyes bright and her olive-skinned cheeks slightly flushed.

Purposefully tucking her own anxiety away, Elena smiled at her.

‘Been saving the world all day, superhero?’ Elena asked, teasing her just a little.

Meredith raised one delicate eyebrow. ‘As a matter of fact,’ she said, ‘I just came from the reading room at the library. Don’t you have any papers due?’

Elena felt her own eyes widen. With all that had been happening, she hadn’t really been thinking about her classes. She’d enjoyed her college courses so far, and she’d been an grade A student in high school, but lately different parts of her life had taken over. Did she have something due?

What does it matter, though? The thought was heavy and dispiriting. If I have to be a Guardian, college won’t make any difference.

‘Hey,’ Meredith said, clearly misinterpreting Elena’s sudden expression of dismay. Meredith reached forwards and touched her shoulder with cool, strong fingers. ‘Don’t worry about it. You’ll get on top of everything.’

Elena swallowed and nodded. ‘Absolutely,’ she said, forcing a smile.

‘I did a little world-saving last night with Damon and Stefan, though,’ Meredith said, almost shyly. ‘We killed four vampires in the woods at the edge of campus.’ She lifted her vampire-slayer’s stave carefully from her bed and wrapped her hand around its smooth centre. ‘It feels really good,’ she said. ‘Doing what I’ve trained for. What I was born for.’

Elena winced a little at this: What was I born for? But there was something she needed to say to Meredith that she hadn’t said last night. ‘You saved me, too,’ Elena said simply. ‘Thank you.’

Meredith’s eyes warmed. ‘Anytime,’ she said lightly. ‘We need you around – you know that.’ She flipped open the narrow black case for her stave and put it inside. ‘I’m going to meet Stefan and Matt back at the library and see if we can get the bodies out of the Vitale’s secret room. Bonnie said her concealment spell wouldn’t last very long, and now that it’s dark we should dispose of them.’

Elena felt a twinge of anxiety in her chest. ‘What if the other vampires have come back?’ she asked. ‘Matt told us he thought there was more than one entrance.’

Meredith shrugged. ‘That’s why I’m taking the stave,’ she said. ‘There aren’t many of Ethan’s vampires left, and they’re mostly pretty new. Stefan and I can handle them.’

‘Damon’s not coming with you guys?’ Elena asked, climbing off the bed.

‘I thought you and Stefan were back together,’ Meredith said. She fixed Elena with a quizzical gaze.

‘We are,’ Elena said, and felt her face getting hot. ‘At least I think so. I’m trying not to … do anything to mess that up now. Damon and I are friends. I hope. I just thought you said Damon was with you earlier, hunting vampires.’

Meredith’s shoulders relaxed. ‘Yeah, he was with us,’ she said ruefully. ‘He enjoyed the fighting, but he got quieter as the night went on. He seemed a little …’ She hesitated. ‘I don’t know, tired, maybe.’ Meredith shrugged and her voice lightened. ‘You know Damon. He’s only going to be useful on his own terms.’

Reaching for her jacket, Elena said, ‘I’m coming with you.’ She wanted to see Stefan, to see him without Damon. If she was going to try to take that day-lit path with Stefan – Guardian or not – then she needed to bring her secrets out into the light, and face Stefan with nothing to hide.

 

When Elena and Meredith got to the library, Stefan and Matt were already there, waiting in the nearly bare room with the words research office stencilled on its door. Stefan met Elena’s eyes with a small, serious smile, and she suddenly felt shy. She’d put him through a lot the last few weeks, and they’d been apart so much lately that it almost felt as if they were starting over.

Next to him, Matt looked terrible. Drawn and pale, his face was set grimly and he clutched a large torch in one hand. His eyes were bleak and haunted. While destroying the Vitale vampires had been a victory for the others, those vampires had been Matt’s friends. He had admired Ethan, thinking he was human. Elena slipped up beside him and squeezed his arm, trying to silently reassure him. His arm tensed in hers, but he shifted slightly closer to her.

‘Down we go, then,’ Meredith said briskly. She and Stefan rolled back the small rug in the centre of the room to reveal the trapdoor beneath, which was still covered with scattered herbs from the locking and protection spells Bonnie had hastily cast the night before. They were able to lift the door easily though. Apparently, the spell had worn off.

As the four of them trooped down the stairs, Elena looked around curiously. The night before, they’d been in such a panic to save Stefan that she hadn’t really observed much of their surroundings. The first flight of stairs was quite plain, wooden and a little rickety, and led to a floor filled with rows and rows of bookcases.

‘Library stacks,’ Meredith muttered. ‘Camouflage.’

The second flight was similar, but when Elena stepped on the first stair, it didn’t shake slightly under her feet the way the previous flight had. The banister was smoother beneath her hand, and when they reached the landing, a long empty hallway stretched into darkness in both directions. It was colder here, and as they hesitated for a moment on the landing, Elena shivered. Impulsively, she tucked her hand into Stefan’s as they started down the third flight. He didn’t look at her, his eyes focused on the stairs ahead of them, but after a moment his fingers tightened around hers reassuringly. Tension flowed out of Elena’s body at his touch. Everything’s going to be all right, she thought.

The third flight of stairs was solid and made of some heavy, polished dark wood that gleamed beneath the dim lights. The banister was twisted with carvings. Elena could see the head of a snake, the elongated body of a swiftly running fox, and other shapes that were harder to make out in passing.

When they reached the bottom of the last flight, they faced the elaborately carved double doors that led to the Vitale’s meeting room. The design followed the same motifs as she’d glimpsed on the banister: running animals, twisted snakes, curving mystical symbols. In the centre of each door lay a large stylised V.

The doors were chained shut, as they had left them. Stefan reached out with the hand that wasn’t holding Elena’s and easily pulled the chain apart, dropping it to the side of the doors with a heavy clunk. Meredith flung the doors wide open.

The thick, coppery smell of blood came out to meet them. The room stank of death.

Matt held his torch steady while Meredith searched for a light switch. Finally, the scene before them was illuminated: the altar from the front of the room lay on its side, the bowl of blood smashed a metre or so away. Extinguished flame torches had left long lines of greasy black smoke smeared on the walls. Vampire bodies lay limply in pools of sticky, half-dried blood, their throats torn by Damon’s or Stefan’s fangs, or their torsos punctured by Meredith’s stave. Elena glanced anxiously at Matt’s pale face. He hadn’t been down here for the fight; he hadn’t seen the massacre. And he had known these people, known this room when it was decorated for a celebration.

Eyes scanning the room, Matt swallowed visibly. After a moment, he frowned and spoke, his voice thin. ‘Where’s Ethan?’ he asked.

Elena’s eyes flew to the spot before the altar where Ethan, leader of the Vitale vampires, had held a knife to her throat. The place where Meredith had killed him with her stave. Meredith made a soft sound of denial.

The floor was dark with Ethan’s blood, but his body was nowhere to be found.


CHAPTER

2

Warm blood, sweet with desire, filled Damon’s mouth and inflamed his senses. He stroked the girl’s soft, golden hair with one hand as he pressed his mouth more firmly to her creamy neck. Beneath her skin, he could feel her blood throbbing with the steady beat of her heart. He drew her essence into himself with great, thirst-quenching gulps.

Why had he ever stopped doing this?

He knew why, of course: Elena. Always, for the last year, Elena.

Of course he had still occasionally used his Power to coax victims into willingness. But he’d done it with the uncomfortable awareness that Elena would disapprove, chastened by the image of her blue eyes, serious and knowing, sizing him up and finding him wanting. Not good enough, not in comparison to his squirrel-chewing baby brother.

And when it seemed like Stefan and Elena might be done for good, that he might be the one to end up with his golden princess after all, he had stopped drinking fresh blood. Instead he’d drunk cold, insipid-tasting old blood from hospital donors. He’d even tried the revolting animal blood his brother lived on. Damon’s stomach turned at the memory, and he took a deep, refreshing swallow of the girl’s glorious blood.

This was what it meant to be a vampire: you had to take in life, human life, to keep your own supernatural life going. Anything else – the dead blood in stored bags or the blood of animals – kept you only a shadow of yourself, your Powers ebbing.

Damon wouldn’t forget that again. He had lost himself, but now he was found.

The girl stirred in his arms, making a small questioning noise, and he sent a soothing dose of Power to her, making her pliable and quiescent once more. What was her name? Tonya? Tabby? Tally? He wasn’t going to hurt her, anyway. Not permanently. He hadn’t hurt anyone he’d fed from – not much, not when he was in his right mind – for a long while. No, the girl would leave the woods and go back to her sorority house with nothing worse than a slight spell of dizziness and a vague memory of spending the evening talking with a fascinating man whose face she couldn’t quite recall.

She would be fine.

And if he’d chosen her because her long golden hair, blue eyes and creamy skin reminded him of Elena? Well, that was no one’s business but Damon’s own.

At last he released her, gently steadying her on her feet when she tottered. She was delicious – nothing like Elena’s blood, though, nowhere near as rich and heady – but taking any more blood tonight would be unwise.

She was a pretty girl, certainly. He arranged her hair carefully over her shoulders, hiding the marks on her neck, and she blinked at him with dazed, wide eyes.

Those eyes were wrong, damn it. They should be darker, a clear lapis lazuli, and fringed with heavy lashes. And the hair was, now that he looked at it closely, obviously dyed.

The girl smiled at him hesitantly, unsure.

‘You’d better go back to your room,’ Damon said. He sent a current of commanding Power into her, and continued. ‘You won’t remember later that you met me. You won’t know what happened.’

‘I’d better get back,’ she echoed, her voice wrong, the wrong timbre, the wrong tone, not right at all. Her face brightened. ‘My boyfriend’s waiting for me,’ she added.

Damon felt something inside him snap. In a fraction of a second, he had pulled the girl roughly back to him. With no care or finesse, he ripped back into her throat, gulping her rich, hot blood furiously. He was punishing her, he realised, and taking pleasure in it.

Now that she was no longer under his thrall, she screamed and struggled, beating against his back with her fists. Damon pinned her with one arm and expertly worked his fangs in and out of her neck to widen the bite, drinking more blood, faster. Her blows grew weaker and she swayed in his arms.

When she went limp, he dropped her, and she landed on the forest floor with a heavy thud.

For a moment, he stared into the dark woods around him, listening to the steady chirp of the crickets. The girl lay unmoving at his feet. Although he had not needed to breathe for more than five hundred years, he was gasping, almost dizzy.

He touched his own lips and brought his hand back red and dripping. It had been a long time since he’d lost control of himself like that. Hundreds of years, probably. He stared down at the crumpled body at his feet. The girl looked so small now, her face serene and empty, lashes dark against her pale cheeks.

Damon wasn’t sure if she was dead or alive. He realised he didn’t want to find out.

He backed away a few steps from the girl, feeling oddly uncertain, and then turned and ran, swift and silent through the darkness of the woods, listening only to the pounding of his own heart.

Damon had always done what he wanted. Feeling bad about what was natural for a vampire, that was for someone like Stefan. But, as he ran, an uncharacteristic sensation in the pit of his stomach nagged at him, something that felt more than a little bit like guilt.

 

‘But you said Ethan was dead,’ Bonnie said. She felt Meredith flinch beside her and bit her tongue. Of course Meredith would be sensitive about Ethan’s possible survival; she’d killed him, or had thought she had. Meredith’s face was hard and guarded now, revealing nothing.

‘I should have cut off his head to make sure,’ Meredith said, sweeping her torch from side to side to illuminate the stone walls of the tunnel. Bonnie nodded to herself, realising something she should have guessed: Meredith was angry.

Meredith’s call alerting Bonnie to Ethan’s disappearance had come while Bonnie and Zander were having a late dinner at the student union. It had been a sweet, easy date: burgers and Cokes and Zander gently trapping her foot between his two bigger ones under the table as he sneakily stole her chips.

And now, here she and Zander were, looking for vampires in the secret underground tunnels beneath the campus with Meredith and Matt. Elena and Stefan were doing the same thing in the woods around the campus overhead. Not the most romantic we-just-got-back-together date, Bonnie thought with a resigned shrug. But they do say couples should share their hobbies.

Matt, striding along on Meredith’s other side, seemed grimly determined, his jaw clenched and his eyes fixed straight ahead down the long, dark tunnel. Bonnie felt sorry for him. All the strain the rest of them felt had to be a hundred times worse for Matt right now.

‘You with us, Matt?’ Meredith asked, apparently reading Bonnie’s mind.

Matt sighed and kneaded at the back of his neck with one hand as if his muscles were strained and stiff. ‘Yeah, I’m with you.’ He paused and took a breath. ‘Except …’ He trailed off and then started again. ‘Except maybe some of them we can help, right? Stefan could teach them how to be vampires who don’t hurt people. Even Damon changed, didn’t he? And Chloe …’ His cheeks were flushed with emotion. ‘None of them deserved this. They didn’t know what they were getting into.’

‘No,’ Meredith answered, touching Matt’s elbow lightly with one hand. ‘They didn’t.’

Bonnie had known that Matt was friends with the sweet-faced junior Chloe, but she was beginning to understand that he’d felt much more than that. How terrible to know that Meredith might have to thrust a stave through the chest of someone he was falling in love with, and how much worse to know that it was the right thing to do.

Zander had a soft expression in his eyes, and Bonnie realised he was thinking the same thing. He took her hand, his long strong fingers wrapping around hers, and Bonnie snuggled a little closer to him.

But as they rounded a dark bend in the tunnel, Zander suddenly let go of Bonnie and stepped protectively in front of her as Meredith raised her stave. Bonnie, a beat behind the others, didn’t see the two figures entwined against the wall until they were already breaking apart. No, not entwined like lovers, she realised, but a vampire clinging to its victim. Matt stiffened, staring at them, and let out a soft involuntary sound of surprise. There was a sudden snarl and a flash of white teeth in the darkness as the vampire, a girl no taller than Bonnie herself, pushed her victim violently away. He fell to the ground at her feet.

Bonnie stepped around Zander, keeping a careful eye on the vampire, who was now huddled against the wall. She flinched involuntarily at the vampire’s stare, the feral, fierce look in the dark eyes fixing on her, but kept going until she could kneel down next to the victim and reach to check his pulse. It was steady, but he was bleeding pretty badly, and she took off her jacket and pressed it against his throat to staunch the blood. Her hands were shaking and she concentrated on stilling them, on doing what needed to be done. Beneath the young man’s eyelids, she could see his eyes moving rapidly back and forth, as if he were caught in a bad dream, but he stayed unconscious.

The girl – the vampire, Bonnie reminded herself – was watching Meredith now, her body tensed to fight or run away. She cringed back as Meredith stepped closer, blocking her in. Meredith raised her stave higher, aiming it at the middle of the girl’s chest.

‘Wait,’ the girl said hoarsely, holding out her hands. She looked past Meredith and seemed to see Matt for the first time. ‘Matt,’ she said. ‘Help me. Please.’ She was staring hard at him, visibly concentrating, and Bonnie realised with a start that the vampire was trying to use Power to make Matt do what she wanted. It wasn’t working, though – she must not be strong enough yet – and after a moment her eyes rolled back and she sagged against the wall.

‘Beth, we want to give you a chance,’ Matt said to the vampire. ‘Do you know what happened to Ethan?’

The girl shook her head emphatically, her long hair flying around her. Her eyes were flicking back and forth between Meredith and the tunnel behind her, and she edged sideways. Meredith followed her, moving closer, the stave pressed against the vampire’s chest.

‘We can’t just kill her,’ Matt said to Meredith, a slightly desperate note in his voice. ‘Not if there’s another option.’ Meredith snorted in disbelief and angled even closer to the vampire – Beth, Matt had called her – who bared her teeth in a silent snarl.

‘Hang on a second,’ Zander said, and stepped over Beth’s victim’s unconscious body, brushing past Bonnie. Before Bonnie really understood what was happening, Zander had pulled Beth away from Meredith and pressed her against the wall of the tunnel.

‘Hey!’ Meredith said indignantly, and then frowned in confusion. Zander was gazing intently into Beth’s eyes, his face serious and calm. She was staring back at him, her restless eyes still now, her breathing hard.

‘Do you know where Ethan is?’ Zander asked in a low, calm voice, and it felt to Bonnie as if something, some invisible blast of Power, flew between them.

In a second, Beth’s wary face emptied of all expression. ‘He’s hiding in the safe house at the end of the tunnels,’ she said. Her voice sounded half-asleep, disconnected from her thoughts.

‘Are there other vampires with him?’ Zander asked, his eyes steady on hers.

‘Yes,’ Beth said. ‘Everyone’s staying there until the equinox, when all Ethan’s hopes will be fulfilled.’

Two days, Bonnie thought. The others had told her that Ethan had planned to resurrect Klaus, the Original vampire. She shivered at the thought. Klaus had been scary, one of the scariest things she’d ever seen. But could they really do it? Ethan hadn’t got Stefan’s and Damon’s blood, and he couldn’t do the resurrection spell without it. Could he?

‘Ask her what their defences are like,’ Meredith said, getting with the programme.

‘Is he well defended?’ Zander asked.

Beth’s head jerked into a stiff nod, as if an invisible puppeteer had pulled her strings. ‘No one can get to him,’ she said in that same sleepy monotone. ‘He’s hidden, and every one of us would give our lives to protect him.’

Meredith nodded, clearly weighing the words of her next question, but Matt broke in. ‘Can we save her?’ he asked, and the pain in his voice made Bonnie flinch. ‘Maybe if she wasn’t so hungry …’

Zander focused in even more strongly on Beth, and Bonnie again felt a wave of Power emanating from him. ‘Do you want to hurt people, Beth?’ he asked quietly.

Beth chuckled, a rich, dark sound, although her face stayed blandly expressionless. That laugh was the first emotion she had shown since Zander had somehow charmed her into blankness and truth. ‘I don’t want to hurt – I want to kill,’ she said, with a hard amusement in her tone. ‘I’ve never felt so alive.’

Zander stepped back with a quick animal grace. At the same moment Meredith smoothly shot forwards, shoving her stave through Beth’s heart.

After the tearing noise of wood through flesh, Beth fell without a sound. Matt’s gasp broke the silence, a startled, pained little noise. At Bonnie’s knees, Beth’s victim stirred, his head turning from one side to the other. Bonnie automatically patted him soothingly with the hand that wasn’t keeping pressure on his neck wounds. ‘It’s OK,’ she said quietly.

Meredith turned to Matt defiantly. ‘I had to,’ she said.

Matt bowed his head, his shoulders sagging. ‘I know,’ he answered. ‘Believe me, I know. It’s just …’ He shifted from one foot to the other. ‘She was a nice girl, before this happened to her.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Meredith said quietly, and Matt nodded, still looking at the ground. Then Meredith turned to Zander. ‘What was that?’ she asked. ‘How did you get her to talk?’

Zander blushed a little. ‘Um. Well,’ he said, and shrugged one shoulder self-consciously. ‘There’s this thing some of us Original werewolves can do, if we’ve practised. We can make people tell the truth. It doesn’t work on everyone, but I thought it was worth a try.’

Bonnie stared up at him quizzically. ‘You didn’t tell me that,’ she said.

Zander lowered himself down onto his knees and faced her across Beth’s unconscious victim. His eyes were wide and sincere. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I honestly didn’t think about it. It’s just one of the weird little things we can do.’

The unconscious guy’s bleeding seemed to have slowed, and Bonnie sat back on her heels. Zander raised his eyebrows at her, looking hopeful, and she smiled back at him. She’d have to find out what these other ‘little things’ were, she guessed.

‘Seems like that’s something that could be pretty useful,’ she said, and watched Zander’s face relax into a sunny, joyful grin.

Meredith cleared her throat. She was still watching Matt, her eyes full of sympathy, but her voice was dry. ‘We should get everyone together as soon as possible. If Ethan’s still trying to resurrect Klaus, we need to come up with a plan now.’

Klaus. The stone of the tunnel floor beneath Bonnie’s knees was suddenly freezing. Klaus was darkness, violence and fear. They had only defeated him back in Fell’s Church by an extraordinary intervention, by Fell’s Church’s ghosts rising against him. That wasn’t something they’d be able to recreate. What could they do now? Bonnie closed her eyes for a second, dizzy. She could picture, vividly, darkness rising up from below them, thick and choking, eager to consume them. Something evil was coming.


CHAPTER

3

Elena laced her fingers through Stefan’s, thrilling at even this little touch. It felt like it had been so long since they had been alone together, so long since she’d even been close enough to Stefan to touch him. All this evening she’d found herself leaning against his side, brushing her thumb over his knuckles, wrapping her arm around his waist, tracing her finger along his collarbone: any little touch she could have. Anything to feel the simple, satisfying reality of Stefan, here with her at last.

It was a pleasantly warm night, and there was soft moss underfoot. A breeze rustled the leaves of the forest trees all around them, and through the trees’ branches she could glimpse a sky full of stars. It had all the elements of a romantic stroll through the woods, except for the fact that they were searching for bloodthirsty vampires.

‘I don’t sense anything,’ Stefan said. His hand was reassuringly tight around hers, but his dark green eyes held a faraway look, and Elena knew he was using his Power to scan the forest. ‘No vampires and no one in pain or afraid, as far as I can tell. I don’t think there’s anyone around.’

‘We’ll keep looking though. Just in case,’ Elena urged. Stefan nodded. There were limits to Stefan’s searching Power: someone much stronger than he was could hide from it; someone much weaker might not catch his attention. And some creatures, like werewolves, he couldn’t sense at all.

‘I know I shouldn’t be thinking about this with everything that’s going on, but all I want is to be alone with you,’ Elena confessed quietly. ‘Things are happening so fast. If Ethan brings Klaus back … it feels like we might not have much time.’

Stefan let go of Elena’s hand and touched her face lightly, his fingers brushing over her cheeks and the curve of her eyebrow, a thumb ghosting across her lips. His eyes darkened with passion, and he smiled. Then he kissed her, softly at first.

Oh, Elena thought, and then, yes.

As if he’d been waiting for her confirmation, Stefan’s kisses became more passionate. His hand weaved gently in her hair, and they moved backwards until she was pressed against a tree. The bark was rough against her bare shoulders, but Elena didn’t care; she just kissed Stefan fiercely, hungrily.

This is right, Elena thought. This is like coming home, and she felt Stefan’s agreement and the strength of his love. Yes, he thought, and more.

Their minds entwined and Elena relaxed into the slow familiar spiral of Stefan’s thoughts and emotions. There was love there – solid, constant love – and there was a steady bruise-like ache of regret at the time they’d lost. Strongest of all, there was a sense of joyous relief. I didn’t know how I was going to live without you, Stefan thought to her. I couldn’t live forever, knowing you weren’t mine.

At the thought of forever, a thrum of anxiety shot through Elena. Barring a death by violence, forever was a given for Stefan. He would go on, un-ageing and beautiful, always eighteen. And Elena? Would she grow old and die with Stefan eternally young by her side? She didn’t doubt that he would stay with her, no matter what.

There were other possibilities. She’d been a vampire once, and she’d suffered, being separated from her human friends and family, divided from the living world. She knew Stefan wouldn’t wish that life on her. But it was an option, although they never talked about it.

Her mind touched on a certain bottle tucked in the back of her wardrobe at home, and shied away again. She’d stolen a single bottle of the water of eternal life from the Guardians when she and her friends had travelled in the Dark Dimension. Its existence, and the choice it offered her, was always at the edges of her mind. But she wasn’t ready to make that decision, to end her mortal life. Not yet.

She was still growing, still changing. Was the person Elena was now really the person she wanted to be for the rest of her life? She was so flawed, so unfinished. Drinking the water of eternal life, or becoming a vampire, would close doors Elena wasn’t ready to shut yet. She wanted to stay human. She ached inside at that: Would she be human now? Could she be human, if she had to become a Guardian?

All of this she considered in a private corner of her mind while most of her was focusing on the sweet sensations of Stefan’s lips and body against hers and the steady thread of love passing between them. Enough of her emotions must have broken through to Stefan, though, that he responded. Whatever you want, Elena, he thought to her, gentle and reassuring. I’ll be with you. Forever. However long that might be for you.

She knew that meant Stefan would understand even if she decided to live a natural life, to grow old and die. And there would be reasons to do that. Stefan and Damon had both lost something by never ageing, never changing. They sensed that part of their humanity was gone.

But how could she face someday abandoning Stefan? She couldn’t imagine dying again, dying and leaving him behind. Elena pressed her back more firmly against the rough bark of the tree and kissed Stefan harder, feeling more fiercely alive with the almost-painful contrast of sensations.

Then she pulled back. She’d kept so much from Stefan since she’d come to Dalcrest. She wasn’t going to go down that path again, wasn’t going to love him while locking him out of parts of her life.

‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ she said. ‘You need to know everything. I can’t – I can’t hide things from you, not now.’ Stefan frowned questioningly, and she dropped her gaze to her hand against his shirt as she twisted the fabric nervously. ‘James told me something yesterday, before the fight,’ she blurted. ‘I’m not who I thought I was, not exactly. The Guardians chose my parents – they made me – and my parents were supposed to hand me over when I was twelve to become a Guardian. My parents refused and that was why they died. It wasn’t just a random accident. The Guardians killed them. And now after learning this, I’m supposed to become one of them?’

Stefan looked flabbergasted for a moment, and then his face filled with sympathy. ‘Oh, Elena,’ he said, and pulled her close again, trying now to comfort her.

Elena let herself relax against his chest. Thank God Stefan understood that the idea of becoming one of the Guardians, those cold regulators of order, was nothing to celebrate, even if it would bring her Power.

‘I’ll help you,’ Stefan said. ‘If you want to try to bargain your way out of it, or fight this, or go through with it. Whatever you want.’

‘I know,’ Elena said, her voice muffled as she pressed her face into his shoulder.

Suddenly, she felt Stefan’s body tense against hers and realised he was looking around. ‘Stefan?’ she asked.

He was looking off into the distance over her head, his mouth tight and eyes alert. ‘I’m sorry, Elena,’ he said as Elena pulled away and met his gaze. ‘We’ll have to talk about this later. I just felt something. Someone in pain. And now that the wind has changed, I think I smell blood.’

Elena tamped down her emotions, forcing herself back into calm rationality. All of this, all her own problems and questions, could wait. They had a job to do. ‘Where?’ she asked.

Stefan took Elena’s hand and led her farther into the undergrowth. The trees blocked out more of the stars here, and she stumbled over roots and stones in the darkness. Stefan steadied her, guiding their way.

A moment later, they burst into another clearing. It took Elena’s eyes a second to adjust, to see the dark shape Stefan was already moving towards cautiously. Huddled on the ground lay the body of a human.

They dropped to their knees beside it, and Stefan reached out and carefully, gently turned the person over. The body flopped heavily onto its back. A girl, Elena realised. A girl about her own age, her face pale and empty. Golden hair shone in the starlight. There was blood on her throat.

‘Is she dead?’ she asked in a whisper. The girl was so still.

Stefan touched the girl’s cheek, then carefully ran his fingers across her neck, below the trickle of blood, not touching the thick red fluid. ‘Not dead,’ he said, and Elena let out a sigh of relief. ‘But she’s lost a lot of blood.’

‘We’d better get her back to campus,’ Elena said. ‘And we’ll tell the others the vampires are hunting in the woods. We can come back and find who did this.’

Stefan was staring down at the girl’s wounds, his mouth oddly twisted in an unreadable expression. ‘Elena, I – I don’t think this was Ethan’s vampires,’ he said hesitantly.

‘What do you mean?’ Elena asked, puzzled. A root was digging into her knees, and she shifted to get more comfortable, pressing one hand against the cold ground. ‘What else would have done this?’

Stefan frowned and gently touched the girl’s neck again, still careful not to come into contact with the blood. ‘Look at the marks,’ he said. ‘The vampire who did this was angry and careless, but he was experienced. The bite is clean and in the perfect place to get the maximum amount of blood without killing the victim.’ He smoothed the girl’s hair carefully, as if to comfort her. He looked like he was in pain, his teeth clenched, his eyes narrow. ‘Elena, Damon did this,’ he said.

Everything in Elena tightened and she shook her head, her hair whipping around her. ‘No,’ she said. ‘He wouldn’t just leave someone in the woods to die.’

Stefan had a far-off look on his face and she instinctively reached out to touch his arm, trying to comfort him. He closed his eyes for a second and leaned into her. ‘After five hundred years, I can recognise Damon’s bite,’ he said sadly. ‘Sometimes it seems like he’s different, but Damon doesn’t change.’ The weight of Stefan’s words seemed to hit him just as strongly as they hit Elena, and he hunched his shoulders.

For a moment, Elena couldn’t breathe, and she gulped, feeling dizzy and sick. Damon? Images flashed in her mind’s eye: Damon’s fathomless, dark eyes hot with fury, sharp with bitterness. And softer, warmer sometimes, when he looked at her or at Stefan. A hard kernel of denial formed in her chest.

‘No,’ she said, and looking at Stefan, she repeated it more firmly. ‘No. Damon’s hurting, because of us – because of me.’ Stefan nodded almost imperceptibly. ‘We’re not going to give up on him. He has changed, he’s done so much for us, for all of us. He cares, Stefan, and we can pull him back from this. He didn’t kill her. It’s not too late.’

Stefan was listening to her carefully and after a moment he drew his hand wearily across his face, his features firming with resolve. ‘We have to keep this a secret,’ he said. ‘Meredith and the others can’t know what Damon’s done.’

Elena remembered Meredith’s expression as she wielded her stave, and swallowed hard. The hunter in Meredith wouldn’t hesitate to kill Damon if she thought he was a real danger to innocent humans. ‘You’re right,’ she said thinly. ‘We can’t tell anyone.’

Reaching across the body of unconscious girl, Stefan took Elena’s hand in his again. She clasped his hand tightly, her eyes meeting his in a silent pledge. They would work together; they would save Damon. It was going to be all right.


CHAPTER

4

Elena didn’t tell anyone about the girl they’d found in the woods. Elena and Stefan had shaken the girl and poured cool water on her face, trying to wake her up without having to take her to the hospital. Blood had pooled through the bandages they’d put on the girl’s wounds – Damon had bitten too deeply, Stefan said – and finally Stefan had fed her blood from his own wrist, grimacing, to help her heal. He didn’t feel right doing that, Elena knew: the exchange of blood was too intimate, meant love to Stefan, but what else could they do? They couldn’t let her die.

When the girl finally regained consciousness, Stefan Influenced her to forget what had happened, and he and Elena helped her back to her sorority house. By the time they’d left her, near dawn, she’d been flushed and giggling, sure that she’d just been out too late drinking on a fabulous night.

Back in her dorm room, Elena had tried to sleep, but she’d been too worked up. She tossed and turned under her clean cotton sheets, remembering the frustration in Stefan’s eyes as he told her, Damon did this, and the suppressed flash of panic she’d seen when he said, We have to keep this a secret.

She’d known Damon still fed off humans, although she usually managed not to think about it. But he hadn’t done any real harm, not for a long time. Now he used his Power to convince pretty girls to give him their blood willingly, and then left them with nothing but a vague memory of an evening spent with a charming and mysterious man with an Italian accent. If that. Sometimes they just had a hole in their memory.

And, sure, it was wrong. Elena knew that, even if Damon didn’t. The girls weren’t in their right minds. He fed on them, and they never really understood. Elena was sure that if it happened to her, or Bonnie, or anyone she cared about, she would have been outraged and disgusted. But she’d been able to ignore the facts when the end result – Damon satisfied, his victims seemingly unscathed – appeared to be so benign.

But this time he clearly hadn’t bothered to be careful with the girl, or to make it easy on her. She’d been bleeding alone in the woods, and when she’d finally woken, she had been screaming. Elena shuddered at the memory, sick with guilt.

Was this the reality she’d been ignoring? Maybe Damon had been attacking people all this time and hiding it from her, and the idea of the woozy, unaware and happy victim was a lie. Or maybe there had been a change, and it was Elena’s fault. Had Damon done this in a rage, because Elena had chosen Stefan?

 

Elena tried once more to reach Damon, but when it rang through to voicemail, she pushed the ‘end call’ button on her phone. She’d been calling Damon on and off all morning and had left a couple of messages already, but he hadn’t picked up or called her back.

‘Was that Stefan?’ Bonnie asked, coming out of the bathroom towelling off her hair. Red strands curled wildly over her face in all directions. ‘Is he on his way?’

‘Everybody should be here any minute,’ Elena answered, not correcting Bonnie’s assumption. They had decided to meet today to start planning their defence against the Vitale vampires, and to try to figure out how to stop them before they could resurrect Klaus.

And soon, everyone (except Damon) was there: Meredith sitting on her bed, grey eyes alert as she carefully sharpened a hunting knife; Matt, still looking pale, hunched over in Elena’s desk chair; Bonnie and Zander cuddled together on Bonnie’s bed, adorably happy with the flush of new love despite the seriousness of the situation. As Elena looked over at them, Zander murmured something in Bonnie’s ear and she blushed.

Stefan joined Elena on her bed, taking her hand in his. Still, after a year, Elena felt a jolt of excitement move from her fingertips straight to her heart. Elena stared at him for a moment, looking for some indication of how upset he’d been the night before, a clue about whether he’d managed to talk to Damon yet, but there was nothing.

‘OK, everybody,’ Meredith said, running her thumb along the sharpened blade of her knife. ‘We know that Ethan is hiding—’

‘Wait,’ Elena said. ‘There’s something I need to tell all of you.’ Stefan’s eyes snapped to hers, hard and bright, and she realised she had been wrong about him being calm. The secret about Damon had him tightly strung.

‘Um,’ she said, feeling uncharacteristically nervous. She remembered how they had all felt about the cold, didactic Guardians they had met in the Dark Dimensions, the ones who had stripped her of her Powers (painfully – she couldn’t forget how much it had hurt when they cut her Wings) and who had refused to bring Damon back from death. But she pushed her jaw out proudly, stubbornly, and kept going.

‘I just found out that I’m a Guardian,’ she said flatly.

There was a blank silence.

Finally, Zander broke it. ‘A guardian of what?’ he asked tentatively, glancing to Bonnie for clarification.

Bonnie, frowning, waved one hand in the air in a grand, encompassing gesture. ‘Of everything, really,’ she said vaguely. ‘If Elena means a Guardian Guardian.’ She looked at Elena for confirmation, and Elena nodded. ‘They’re these awful women – at least they look like women – who are meant to keep things running in the universe the way they’re supposed to. I don’t really understand how Elena could be one, though. They don’t live here. It’s an alternative-dimension kind of thing. They’re not really people, I don’t think.’ She turned to Elena, her face open and confused. ‘What do you mean, Elena?’ she asked.

Elena looked away from her, staring at the wall. The skin on her face felt like it was too tight, and her eyes were burning. ‘James – my history professor – knew my parents when they were in college. He was really close to them,’ she told her friends, forcing herself to keep it together. ‘He told me that they agreed to have a child who would be a Guardian on Earth. He said I was supposed to be trained by the Guardians when I was twelve, but my parents didn’t want to hand me over.’ Her voice shook a little, and she stared very hard at the Matisse print she had hung above her bed. Pressing her shoulder against Stefan’s, she took comfort in the solidity of his body next to hers, and didn’t look at anyone.
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