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Chapter One
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The Same Nightmare
Every night the dream is the same. I dream of him. I see him in the light of the full moon, standing on the edge of an old town. He is the most exquisite boy I have ever seen. The wind caresses his short dark brown hair. His tall slender frame leans against the post, and there is a deep sorrow in his cool blue eyes that my mind cannot comprehend. He knows nothing of happiness.
I am drawn to him. Irresistibly and mercilessly drawn to him. I do not know why he is there. All I know is that I find myself at the same place every night.
My heart pounds as I walk up to him. He’s expecting me. I know he is. He turns to face me. A tiny smile forms on his lips, showing me the dimples on his pale cheeks. We don’t say anything to each other. I look into his eyes, hypnotized by their power. His hand cups the side of my face as he leans forward to kiss me. My body sings with joy as our lips meet. No one has ever kissed me this way before.
I will do anything for him. He is mine and I am his. No one will ever come between us. Our love will endure until the end of time.
When the kiss ends, I slowly open my eyes. This is the part where the dream turns into a nightmare. I suddenly see him for what he is. His mouth opens wide as he bares his fangs. Images of many who’ve died at his hands flash before my eyes. And now, he seeks my death as well.
I gasp as I sit up in bed. Sweat runs down my back, and my long brown hair sticks to my face. I breathe deeply to calm my racing heart. I get out of bed and turn on the light in my bedroom. Every night it’s the same dream. And every night I wake up, terrified.
I groan as I sit in the chair in front of my dresser mirror. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in seven months. That’s when the dream started. I don’t know what prompted the dream or why I keep having it. All I know is that it is driving me crazy. My green-blue eyes have bags under them. I have a hard time eating or concentrating in school. My senior year of high school should be the greatest year of my life, but instead, I find myself so preoccupied with my dreams that I can’t seem to enjoy it at all.
The cool April breeze passes through my open bedroom window. Despite the fact that I’m sweating, the breeze makes me feel cold instead of refreshed. I walk over to the window and close it. I turn back to my mirror and stare at my reflection. I don’t know how to explain it, but there is something different in my expression than when I woke up this morning. Is it that my lack of sleep is finally catching up with me and making me look unusual? Or is it that deep down inside, I know that my life is about to change?
Yes, I decide. Everything I know is about to change. He’s coming. The vampire in my dream is coming, and he’s coming for me.
Chapter Two
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Elizabeth’s Plan
On my way to Beaver High School the next morning, I go to pick up Elizabeth Hammond. I usually drive my mom’s car to school. We hate to ride the school bus, so we take every opportunity to avoid it when we can. Elizabeth is a wonderful friend. She has shoulder-length light brown wavy hair and dark brown eyes. Elizabeth and I have been friends since we met in summer school for gym class last year.
On this particular morning, she looks especially excited.
“Hi, Cara!” she greets as she hops into the passenger seat of the car.
“What’s up?” I reply as I back out of her driveway.
“I want to fix you up with a boy I met in math class. I would go after him if I didn’t already have a boyfriend,” she says.
I smile. She loves playing matchmaker, and it looks like I’m her next victim. Well, I shouldn’t say “victim.” She does do a good job of selecting the right people for her friends. Last year I was dating my ex-boyfriend, so I wasn’t interested in being fixed up with anyone. But now that that relationship has been over a year, I am secretly pleased to hear that she wants to play matchmaker again.
“Who is he and what is he like?” I ask, trying to sound casual.
“His name is Todd Russell, and he’s a really nice boy. I can ask him to meet me at my locker after school so I can give him my class notes from yesterday. He missed class yesterday because he had a dentist appointment.”
“Wow! This is really sudden.” I like the idea of meeting him, but today just seems like it is too soon. I am wearing a plain, old t-shirt and jeans and my hair doesn’t look as good as I would like it to.
“You look great.”
“What are you? A mind reader?” I laugh. Sometimes I think she knows me too well.
“Todd will like you. You two will make a wonderful couple. Then we can go on double dates.”
“Aren’t you jumping the gun a little bit? I haven’t even met the guy yet, and you’re already saying that we’re girlfriend and boyfriend.” I find a free spot in the school parking lot and park in it. Deciding it’s time to change subjects, I ask, “So, what are you and Brad doing this weekend?”
“He’s going to go to a rock concert with his new friend, Nate Shedrick on Saturday, so you and I can hang out on Saturday, if you want.”
“Nate? Is that short for Nathaniel?” I ask as we get out of the car.
“Yes,” she replies, flinging her backpack over her shoulder. “They just met a couple weeks ago. Apparently, Nate just moved to Ohio.”
“Oh.” I nod. “It must be tough being the new person at school. It’s good that Brad is helping Nate fit in.”
“Yeah.”
The first bell rings, announcing that school will start in five minutes, so we hurry into the school to get ready for our first class.
***
The day passes by too fast. Of course, my thoughts are on Todd Russell.
At lunch, Elizabeth assures me that he agreed to meet us at her locker after school. “So it’s all set,” she concludes.
“When are you going to fix me up?” Danielle Allen asks jokingly as she joins us at the lunch table in the cafeteria.
Danielle has short blond hair and brown eyes. I met her through Elizabeth. Danielle and Elizabeth have been friends since the first grade. At first, things were tense between me and Danielle because I was the new friend who suddenly took a lot of Elizabeth’s time, but after a couple of months, Danielle and I became friends too. Danielle is dating Justin Larimore, but she’s not too happy with him.
“Are you and Justin having trouble again?” Elizabeth wonders. She bites into her pizza. “I love pizza day.”
I grimace. “There’s no way I could eat cafeteria food.” I pull out a sandwich from my paper bag.
“Justin is so demanding with my time,” Danielle complains. She doesn’t even bother eating her salad. She just stares at it and moves a tomato around with her fork.
“Why don’t you just break up with him?” I ask. “He’s given you more grief than he’s worth.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” she sighs, clearly loving the attention. She’s the kind of person who needs to be the center of attention all the time. That is probably why Elizabeth was never her best friend. “Justin wants to spend all his time with me,” she continued. “I want to go with you two to the movie tomorrow night, but he wants me to go with him.”
“Maybe we’ll meet you there,” Elizabeth replies. “Then we can all sit together.”
“That’s a great idea,” I admit. “That way, you can spend some time with us while being with him.”
“Why won’t he go on a double date with you, me and Brad?” Elizabeth wonders.
“He doesn’t like Brad,” Danielle replies. She sets her fork down and pushes her salad away. “He thinks Brad is too bossy.”
I try not to be obvious as I roll my eyes. If you looked up the word “bossy” in the dictionary, you would see Justin’s picture. “Maybe you should just dump Justin and move on. I’m sure Miss Matchmaker over here can fix you up with someone else by next weekend.” I finish my sandwich and drink my apple juice.
Danielle seems to think about it. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Think about it,” I suggest. “There’s got to be someone better for you than Justin.”
“Oh, there’s Todd,” Elizabeth interrupts.
She points to the guy with the blond hair who’s sitting at a table across the cafeteria. He laughs at something his friends are saying. My heart pounds in anticipation. I have to admit that he is good looking.
The bell rings, signaling the end of another lunch period.
As anxious as I am to meet Todd, I am also nervous about it. But even as I enjoy this new situation, in the back of my mind, I’m aware that something much more profound is about to happen. And no matter how much I want to ignore it, the storm clouds gathering on the horizon are coming closer my way.
Chapter Three
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The Trouble With Justin
When the school day finally ends, I tentatively head to Elizabeth’s locker. Other students are quickly grabbing the books they need to take home for homework, and then they head out of the school. I run my fingers through my hair again. I want to make a good impression for Todd.
Elizabeth walks up to me and smiles apologetically. “Todd can’t make it. His teacher asked him to stay late so he could help someone with math. He said to tell you he was sorry and that you can stop by anytime on Saturday afternoon at the Beaver Burger where he works and meet him there.”
The Beaver Burger is a fast food joint in Beavercreek. I’ve only been there three times because Elizabeth and I prefer to eat tacos and subs. I don’t recall ever seeing Todd work there, but I don’t usually pay attention to the employees when I go somewhere.
“I’m only going there if you go with me,” I insist. I am nervous enough about meeting him without having to approach him by myself. If Elizabeth is with me, it would help break the tension.
“Sure. We can go on Saturday. He seems really interested in meeting you,” she says as she dumps her books in her locker. She shuts the door and grins. “I have no homework tonight.”
“You’re so lucky. Hey, why don’t you do my English assignment for me? You’re so good at writing.”
“No way! I’m going to sit in front of the TV tonight and relax.”
I chuckle as we walk up to my mom’s car. I unlock the car doors.
“I just don’t feel like it, okay?”
We paused at the sound of Danielle’s voice. We glance over at Danielle and Justin who are walking to his car. Danielle looks miserable.
“Let’s rescue her,” Elizabeth says.
I nod and we head over to them.
“Hi, you two,” I greet cheerfully. “Justin, that’s a nice shirt. It brings out the green in your eyes.” I found out that if anyone flatters him, then he usually agrees to whatever they want.
He smiles. “Thanks, Cara.”
I shiver in disgust. He gives me the creeps.
“Danielle, Mrs. Reinhardt is looking for you,” Elizabeth lies. “I guess you forgot that she wanted to discuss the grade on your test. She asked us to find you.”
Danielle puts her hand up to her forehead. “Oh no! I better go see her.”
I have to admit that Danielle is good at playing along.
“Fine. I can go to the sports store by myself,” Justin reluctantly replies. “I don’t have time to wait for you to finish talking to your teacher.” He walks to his car and drives away.
I shake my head. “What do you see in him?”
She shrugs. “I used to know. Now I just want to get out of this relationship, but I don’t know how to.”
“Just tell him it’s over,” Elizabeth says.
“I tried that. He laughs and says I don’t know what I want.”
“What a creep.”
I silently agree. Getting involved with him was the worst thing she ever did, but it’s pointless to mention that to her.
“Would you like to eat some tacos with us?” Elizabeth offers.
She smiles. “That’d be great. Thanks for bailing me out.”
“Yeah, well, now you owe us one.”
I chuckle and we get into the car.
Chapter Four
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The Boy In My Dreams
I’m a bundle of nerves by Saturday. I want to meet Todd. He is working at the Beaver Burger today, and Elizabeth agrees to go with me there so she can ease the tension. I drive up to her house, and I notice the white Lincoln in her driveway. That car doesn’t belong to her family, so I know that someone is visiting her. My heart pounds in anticipation. Maybe Todd got the afternoon off and decided to meet me here.
I check my reflection in the rearview mirror. My hair was pulled back with a barrette and I wore a pink shirt to bring out the rosy colors in my cheeks, so I looked better than I had on Thursday. I wanted to make a good first impression.
I get out of my mom’s car and take a deep breath. I can do this. I walk up to the front door and press the doorbell.
Elizabeth answers the door with an apologetic grin. “I’m sorry. I had no idea Brad and his friend were going to come over.”
I notice Brad sitting on the couch in her living room. He has a scowl on his face. When I hear a beautiful melody playing on her piano, I glance at the pianist. I gasp in shock. Another image floods my mind...
I see him in the light of the full moon. He is the most exquisite boy I have ever seen. The wind caresses his short dark brown hair. His tall slender frame leans against the post, and there is a deep sorrow in his cool blue eyes that my mind cannot comprehend. He knows nothing of happiness.
My dream. He is the boy in my dream! A wave of apprehension comes over me. “Who is he?” I whisper to Elizabeth as I grab her arm.
“Oh, this is Nate. Nate, this is my best friend, Cara Stivers,” she says, wincing. “Are you alright?”
Ned glances over his shoulder and his eyes meet mine. You want me.
I blink. Did I really here him send me a message? But before I have time to think about it, I begin to relax. There is something hypnotic in his stare. He is so mysterious and enchanting. My heart pounds excitedly. This is the moment I have been waiting for. My love has at last arrived.
Suddenly, Brad jumps off the couch and storms past me.
She rolls her eyes at him as he walks out the front door. “He’s in a bad mood today.” She sighs and follows him outside.
I swallow the nervous lump in my throat. Now Nate and I are alone, and I don’t know what to say.
To my surprise, Nate stands up and says, “I’m going to get something to drink,” and heads to the kitchen.
Of all the possible things he could have said, this is the last one I expect. I stand dumbly in the living room for a minute. What should I do now? Glancing around the empty room, I consider my options. I don’t want to intrude on Elizabeth’s conversation with Brad. I also don’t want to follow Nate to the kitchen because then I’ll look like a fool.
Then I recall the book that I had lent Elizabeth to read. She had told me she was done with it and that I could have it back. So I walk up the stairs to the second floor where her bedroom is. I see the book right away. I haven’t had a chance to read it yet, so I am anxious to read it. I sit on her bed and thumb through it for about ten minutes before I decide that I should just go back downstairs and wait for her to come back inside. No one has returned to the living room, so I am still alone. I sit on her couch and start reading chapter one. I might as well enjoy my time while I wait for her to show up.
“Would you like some water or soda?” someone asks me.
Startled, I look up from my book. My eyes widen as I realize that Nate is talking to me.
“I…uh…” Again, he surprises me. I didn’t expect him to talk to me after his rude departure earlier. I had assumed he was going to avoid me.
“I’m sorry about before,” he says, as if reading my thoughts. “I guess I got a little nervous when Brad and Elizabeth left. I must confess that I tend to be shy when it comes to meeting new people.”
His words immediately put me at ease. I smile. “Elizabeth mentioned you. She said you recently moved here. You go to Brad’s school, right?”
“Yes.”
“Where did you move from?”
Before he can answer, Elizabeth and Brad enter the house. I can see that they worked things out.
“We’d better go to that concert,” Brad says to Nate.
“Okay.” Nate puts his cup of water on the table.
I briefly note that the cup is still full. Obviously, Nate wasn’t thirsty after all.
As Brad and Nate leave, Nate glances over his shoulder at me. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to. I know I’ll see him again. He’ll make sure of that. A thrill of anticipation races up my spine. I can’t wait for our next encounter.
Elizabeth breathes a sigh of relief as she shuts the door behind them. “Finally! I never thought they’d leave.”
Turning my attention to her, I ask, “Why did Brad come by here anyway?”
“He said he wanted to introduce me to Nate. Not that I believe that one.”
I raise my eyebrow. “Is there trouble in paradise?”
“He’s upset because I forgot yesterday was his birthday. It was an honest mistake.”
“That’s a switch. Usually, it’s the boy who forgets birthdays.”
“Yeah. I’m not going to hear the end of this for awhile.”
“Let’s pick up a card and flowers after we meet Todd. That’s what boys do when they forget things.”
She laughs. “We need to go. Todd has a break in five minutes, and we’re running late as it is.”
By the time we walk into the Beaver Burger, my mouth is dry and my hands are shaking. My mind is partly on Nate, but mostly, I’m worried about what Todd will think of me. Although I am deeply attracted to Nate, I figure it is wise for me to keep my options open.
We go up to the counter. Todd is making french fries, so he doesn’t see us yet. I have to admit that he is good looking, but he has the “boy next door” type of good looks. Nate’s good looks are dynamic. With Nate, a girl has to stop everything she’s doing and admire him. Really, there is no comparison between the two when it comes to physical attraction. Nate wins. But I realize there is more to a relationship than physical attraction. I’m also interested in personality.
As soon as Todd sees us, he smiles and waves.
I blush and wave back.
“Are we too late for your break?” Elizabeth asks.
“No. You’re on time,” he replies. “Would you two like something to drink? I’ll buy.”
“Sure.”
We tell him what we want to drink.
“Isn’t that nice of him?” she whispers in my ear so he won’t overhear.
I watch him fill up the cups. He is nice. Of course, Nate had offered to get me something to drink. So far they are both appealing.
He hands us our drinks and we find a booth. I sit next to her so I can face him.
“Do you like working here?” I ask. I sip my soda, barely aware of its flavor.
“To be honest, I can think of better things to do on a Saturday afternoon, but I like working here enough so that the day goes by very fast,” he replies.
“Todd’s working so he can buy a car,” Elizabeth adds.
“It’s not going to be a new car. It’s just something to get me around while I’m in college,” he says.
“I think that’s great. I mean, that you are saving for a car,” I reply.
“Thanks.” He grins. “But enough about me. Elizabeth tells me you like to read. What kind of books are you interested in?”
I blush. I didn’t realize that Elizabeth told him about me. I guess I should have known she would since she told me about him. “I like science fiction and fantasy.”
“She loaned me a really good science fiction novel about a deadly virus that breaks out in town,” she states.
“That sounds like something I’d read,” he responds. “What is it called?”
“Viral Code,” I say. “I haven’t read it yet, but Elizabeth says it’s good.”
“It’s awesome,” she adds.
“I should read it so we can discuss it,” he notes.
My heart pounds excitedly. I would like to see him again.
We continue to make small talk. It’s the kind of semi-formal conversation people have when they are meeting each other for the first time. We stick to general topics like our hobbies and favorite teachers and subjects at school. Then we talk about our families.
“I have a younger brother,” Todd says. “He’s 14.”
“It must be nice to have a brother,” I wistfully respond. “I’m an only child.”
“That’s not a bad thing, you know,” Elizabeth adds good-naturedly. “Matt can get on my nerves, especially when he finds my diary and tells everyone what’s in it.”
Matt is her ten-year-old brother.
“Now that’s embarrassing,” he agrees. “Maybe it’s a good thing I don’t keep a journal.”
I smile. “But as much trouble as brothers and sisters can be, it’s got to be better than being an only child. It can get lonely.”
“I think the grass is always greener on the other side,” she says.
Todd notes the time on his watch. “I have to get back to work. I’m glad you two came by. It was nice meeting you, Cara.”
I hide my disappointment. Todd is easy to talk to, and I really enjoyed getting to know him. “I’m glad I got to meet you too.”
“Can I have your phone number?”
“Okay.” I write down my number on a napkin and hand it to him.
“Thanks. I’ll see you in class, Elizabeth. Bye.”
As soon as he’s behind the counter again, Elizabeth eagerly asks, “What do you think of him?”
“He’s a great guy. Very down-to-earth.”
“I knew you’d like him! You two would make a terrific couple.”
But what about Nate? I know I’ll see him again. Where does Nate fit into this? And what does that mean to Todd?
***
That night something odd happens. I don’t have the dream of meeting Nate at that clearing on the edge of a small town. After all those nights of having the same dream, the dream suddenly stops. Instead, I dream about normal stuff like forgetting where my locker is at school. How odd, I think the next morning when I get out of bed. Somehow meeting Nate caused the dream to stop. I know he has something to do with it. After all, he is the subject of that dream. I shiver as I wrap my robe around my body. Why do I feel as if my entire world has just changed? And has it changed for the better or for the worse?
Chapter Five
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My Date With Todd
The next morning after church, I tell my parents about Todd and Nate while we eat a late breakfast. I don’t go into much detail with them because I’d rather discuss those boys with Elizabeth, but I tell them enough so that they get an idea of what Todd and Nate are like. Maybe I’ll want to talk to them about these personal topics when I’m older, but right now, I just feel weird about it.
“I want to show you what I found out about our family tree,” my mother announces when breakfast is over.
She takes our dishes and put them in the kitchen. We eat in the dining room for every meal.
I groan inwardly. My mom is always talking about our family tree. It’s her big hobby. Sometimes I wish she would find something else to spend her time on. I suppose I should be more interested in my ancestors but I’m not. The way I see it, the things that happened to them are in the past, and I would rather live in the present. This is one of the reasons why I don’t do well in history class.
“Humor the poor woman,” my dad says, grinning.
I return his smile. “I will.”
Dad dreads these family history “lectures” as much as I do, but we both make it a point to listen to her.
I follow Mom to the computer in the fourth bedroom, which is the room we call “the office” since it has the computer, fax machine, second TV and desk in it. We sit down, and I wait for her to open the family tree maker program she bought last year. She is so excited by this. When she’s working on our family history, her eyes light up like a Christmas tree. That’s why I do my best to encourage her. I know this makes her happy.
“I discovered a new ancestor on my side of the family,” she begins as she pulls up the information on the computer. “Her name is Daphne Smith, and she lived in New Salem, Massachusetts during the Salem Witch Trials. That was a terrible time in this country’s history. People were extremely superstitious and feared that witches lived among them. Daphne was accused of witchcraft and sentenced to be hung on September 22, 1692, but she disappeared.”
I yawn as she connects to the Internet so she can click to a website on the witch trials. I briefly recall one of my history teachers telling me about those trials, but I wasn’t paying much attention. Like I said, I think history is boring.
The phone rings.
“Cara, Todd’s on the phone,” my dad calls from the living room.
I silently thank Todd for his timing. “Mom, do you mind if I take this call?”
“No, I don’t mind. I can tell you more about this fascinating part of history another time,” she replies.
I jump out of the chair and run to the phone. “Hi,” I greet. I try not to sound too anxious to talk to him. I have to admit that I am glad he decided to call me.
“Hi Cara,” he responds. “I was wondering if you would like to take a bike ride in the park and then go to a movie? I know it’s short notice but my boss just gave me the day off. It turns out one of my co-workers got back from vacation a day early.”
“Just a minute.” I ask my parents if I can go on a date with Todd, and they say I can. “Yes, I’d like to do that,” I say when I’m back on the phone.
“Great.”
It turns out we live two blocks from each other, so he decides to ride his bike over to my house. All this time he’s been so close to my house and I had no idea he even existed.
My parents are thrilled to meet him. They like to be involved in my life, but they also know how to do it without embarrassing me in front of my friends. They only make small talk with Todd for a couple of minutes and then we go.
“Your mom and dad seem nice,” Todd comments as we hop on our bikes. “I’m glad you were able to go out with me today.”
“Me too.” I smile. I like his honesty. I can tell that he’s the kind of person who won’t play games with me. I hate it when people expect me to read their minds.
We have a nice ride in the park and the conversation between us is light-hearted. Mostly, we discuss our classes. I discover that our favorite subject is English and that we can’t stand Chemistry. We have a lot in common, and it feels as if I’ve known him for years. We ride our bikes around the calm pond. The sun is warm. It is the perfect spring day to be outside. After circling the pond three times, we sit on the bench.
“Do you want to feed the ducks?” he asks. “I brought some slices of bread along.”
“Sure. I haven’t done this since I was a kid,” I admit. “It brings back good memories.”
“I’m surprised we didn’t run into each other before.” He hands me a slice of bread. “I had no idea you live so close to me.”
“We probably passed each other on the street and didn’t realize it.” I throw a slice of bread on the ground. As soon as the ducks realize we’re giving them pieces of bread, they swim around us. I laugh. “They really enjoy this kind of thing.”
“Sometimes if I’m having a bad day, I’ll come down here and feed them. Just watching them takes my mind off my troubles.”
“It’s hard to imagine you having a bad day. You seem like the kind of person who’s always in a good mood.”
“Everyone has a down day every now and then. I guess the key is to focus on the good things we have. Then the rest doesn’t seem so bad.”
I think about what he says. “I like that philosophy.”
“Do you have any particular movie you’d like to see?”’
I mention a movie that Elizabeth and I had wanted to see but didn’t because Brad ended up taking her to it. After we drop our bikes off at our houses, he drives me to the movie theater in his dad’s truck.
We are waiting in line to get some soda and candy when I see Danielle and Justin who have just entered the theater.
Danielle looks relieved to see me there. She immediately heads over to us.
“Not to spoil our date or anything but I have to warn you that Justin isn’t a nice guy,” I whisper to Todd.
“Hi, Cara!” Danielle greets. “I didn’t know you were coming here today.”
“I didn’t either until a couple hours ago. This is Todd. Todd, this is Danielle and Justin.”
Todd smiles. “Hi.”
“Oh, hi Todd,” she replies. “Elizabeth said lots of good things about you.”
I shoot her a warning look. I don’t’ want him to know that we were sitting around the lunch table talking about him.
“We need to go. The movie’s already started,” Justin interrupted.
“No, it hasn’t,” she argues. “It won’t start for another ten minutes.”
“What movie are you seeing?” I ask, trying to cover up for Justin’s rude behavior.
It turns out that they are going to the same movie that Todd and I are going to.
“Hey, that’s perfect,” Danielle cheers. “We can sit together. We’ll make it a double date.”
I know she’s been wanting to double date for a long time. I glance at Todd to see what he thinks of the idea. He nods his agreement. “That’s fine with us,” I reply.
“Danielle, I need to talk to you,” Justin says.
“Can’t it wait until after the movie?” she asks.
“No.”
She sighs. “Okay. We’ll be right back.”
He drags her to a corner where they appear to be arguing.
“I can see what you mean about Justin,” Todd comments.
We order our drinks and candy and wait for Danielle and Justin to finish their argument. By the time they do finish talking, it is already fifteen minutes into the movie. Danielle walks up to us while Justin sulks in the corner.
“I’m sorry. We can’t watch the movie,” she finally tells us. “Maybe next time.”
“Sure,” I softly reply. “Maybe next time.” Now I understand why Elizabeth and Brad got fed up with trying to double date with them.
She leaves with Justin. I shake my head. I can’t stand him.
“Do you still feel like watching the movie?” Todd wonders.
“You don’t mind?” After all, it was my friend and her boyfriend who caused us to miss the beginning of it.
“Not at all. I know what the movie is about so missing a couple of minutes isn’t a big deal.”
“Let’s see it then.” I grin, grateful that he’s so good-natured about the whole thing.
The movie is so funny that we laugh through most of it. After it’s over, he drives me home. I’m disappointed when the date comes to an end.
“Would it be alright if I called you this week?” he asks me as he parks in the driveway.
“That’d be great,” I reply, my spirit soaring at the thought that he likes me enough to want to call me again.
As he drives away, I realize that during my date with Todd, I didn’t even once think of Nate.
Chapter Six
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The Break Up
That night Elizabeth calls me up. “Do you remember Nate?”
“Yes. I met him yesterday,” I reply.
Actually, I’d met him in my dream, but I don’t tell her that. She will think I’m crazy. I sit on my bed and push aside my homework. I don’t usually get around to working on it until Sunday night, but I am always glad for a good distraction.
“Nate called me this evening,” she says excitedly. “He thinks you’re cute. He wants to see you again.”
Now she has my full attention. “Are you serious?”
“Would I joke about something like this?”
“No. I know you wouldn’t. But what about Todd?”
“Go out with both and decide which one you like best. There’s no reason to pick one right away.”
“That’s true. But I’m going to have a hard time choosing. They’re both intriguing.”
She sighs wistfully. “You are so lucky. You have two boys after you at the same time.”
“Yeah. And for the past year no one’s been interested in me,” I remind her.
“Anyway, the reason I called is because Nate, Brad and I were wondering if you’d like to go on a double date this Friday. We’re going to the mall.”
The idea of meeting Nate again sends a thrill of pleasure through me. “Of course, I’ll go.”
“Great. Then I’ll tell Brad it’s a plan. Speaking of phone calls, did Todd call you yet?”
“Yes, he did. And we went out today.”
“Really? Give me the details!”
I tell her what happened, especially about the encounter we had with Danielle and Justin at the movies.
“When is she going to dump that jerk?” she groans.
“I hope it’s soon. He’s not good to her at all.”
“But at least you had a good time with Todd. I think it’s so romantic to have two boys after you.”
I blush. I have to admit that it is flattering. I know I’ll have to choose between them. I decide that I’m going to have to enjoy this while I can.
***
I have a hard time sleeping that night since I’m lying in bed and replaying my date with Todd.
I manage to fall asleep around midnight. The next morning, I pick Elizabeth up for school as usual. We talk about Nate and Todd.
“Personally, I think Todd is the better choice,” she confides. “But it’s up to you.”
We enter the school and immediately see Danielle who is standing by her locker arguing with Justin.
“Wow, this looks serious,” I mutter under my breath.
“I know that sometimes she doesn’t like him, but now it looks like she hates him,” she responds.
Justin throws his hands up in the air and walks away. He has a scowl on his face as he comes toward us. We try to pretend that we didn’t just witness their fight, but he knows we did.
“She’s impossible!” he complains. “I can’t believe you are friends with her.” Then he continues down the crowded hallway.
I raise my eyebrows. I wonder what that was all about. I can see that she is just as curious as I am. It doesn’t take us long to find out. As soon as Danielle sees us, she approaches us, her face red with anger.
“I’ve had it with him. I just broke up with him,” she informs us.
I gasp in surprise. Although I witnessed their argument at the movie theater yesterday, I didn’t expect her to actually end their relationship. “What happened?”
“He’s too controlling. Everything has to be done his way all the time. There is no compromise. I couldn’t take it anymore.”
“Did something bad happen this weekend?” Elizabeth asks.
“Yeah, he wouldn’t let me watch a movie with Cara and Todd. Tell her how he was acting,” she says to me.
“I already did. Last night on the phone,” I tell her.
“See? That’s another thing! I can’t talk to you two on the phone because I’m too busy talking to him all the time. It won’t be like that anymore. From now on, I’m going to do what I want, when I want and how much I want.”
I nod. “Good for you. I think things will be much better for you now.”
“Me too,” Elizabeth agrees. “You did the right thing, Danielle.”
***
While Elizabeth, Danielle and I eat lunch in the cafeteria the next day, Justin walks up to us.
“Can I talk to you alone?” Justin asks Danielle.
She shakes her head. “No. I don’t have anything else to say to you.”
Elizabeth shoots me a ‘I wish I wasn’t listening to this’ look.
I nod my silent agreement. This is awkward. I figured he would try to get her back, but I didn’t think it’d be this soon.
“Look. I’m sorry, okay? We should have seen the movie with Cara and Todd yesterday. I didn’t realize it meant that much to you,” he says.
I shift in my chair, feeling uncomfortable. It is so weird being talked about as if I’m not even there.
“It’s more than that and you know it, Justin,” she retorts. “My mind is made up. We’re through.”
“Just give me a second chance. Please.”
“Why don’t you leave me alone?” She stands up. “I’m out of here. Sorry, Elizabeth and Cara,” she says before she leaves the cafeteria.
He turns to us. “How was I supposed to know she thought I was too controlling? I thought she was happy with me?”
I force myself not to roll my eyes. Instead, I grab her left over lunch and stuff it into my lunch bag.
“No offense, Justin,” Elizabeth kindly begins, “but Danielle obviously doesn’t want to work things out. The least you can do is respect her wishes.”
“I need a second chance. I can make things right,” he says.
“This is more than I can handle.” I groan. “I’m going to find Danielle and comfort her.” I might sound rude, but after months of Danielle’s complaints about him, I can’t take it anymore. On my way out of the cafeteria, I throw my brown bag into the trash. It doesn’t take me long to find her. She’s sitting by the door outside school. I sit next to her. “If he keeps bothering you, Elizabeth and I will get Brad and Todd to beat him up.”
She laughs as she wipes the tears from her eyes. “Thanks. I needed that.” Sighing, she pulls her knees up to her chest. “I wish he would get on with his life and forget about me.”
“Maybe he will.”
“With the way he is, I doubt it. He won’t listen to reason. I don’t know what I’ll have to do to get him to leave me alone, but I’ll figure something out.”
I hesitate to ask for clarification on her statement, so I don’t. Still, I can’t deny the ominous feeling that crawls up my spine.
Chapter Seven
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The First Death
Todd calls me up the next evening. I am pleased to hear his voice. Although we go to the same school, we haven’t bumped into each other. Our schedules are completely different. I secretly prefer it that way because if things don’t work out with Todd, I would feel too awkward if I had to see him all the time.
We talk for a good half hour before he mentions the reason for calling.
“I got my work schedule today,” he explains. “Unfortunately, I have to work Saturday and Sunday. I had asked my boss for one of those days off, but I didn’t get it. I was wondering if you can go out Friday?”
I almost say yes, but then I remember my plans to go on a double date with Elizabeth, Brad and Nate. Yikes! I never thought I would have to tell him about Nate. I sigh. How in the world should I tell him? Taking a deep breath, I say, “Actually, I’m doing something that night. You see, I made plans with Elizabeth to go on a double date.” There. I said it. I release my breath and wait for him to respond.
“Oh,” he replies. “Okay.”
“I’m still interested in you,” I quickly state. I don’t want to stop dating him. “It’s just that I met Nate at the same time Elizabeth was telling me about you and… Well…”
“Hey, it’s okay. You’re allowed to see other guys,” he assures me.
“Thanks for understanding.”
“Will your parents let you go out on a school night? I have Thursday evening off.”
“Sure. I can go out then. I have to be home by eight.”
“Great.”
So we make plans to go out to dinner. After I get off the phone with him, I call Elizabeth. I tell her about my conversation with Todd.
“Todd is such a nice guy,” I tell her. “He’s nothing like Justin.”
“Speaking of Justin, he’s been calling me all evening,” she reveals.
“Why?”
“He wants me to convince Danielle to give him another chance.”
I roll my eyes. “Doesn’t he ever stop?”
“I used to think Danielle was exaggerating about how awful he is.”
“Me too. I knew he was bad news, but he’s acting worse all the time. What did you tell him?”
“I told him that I’m not going to talk to her for him,” she says.
“And he keeps calling?”
“Yes. He’s not giving up. I’m surprised he hasn’t called you yet.”
“I don’t think he knows my number. Thanks goodness.”
“Please stay on the phone with me for a while so that he can’t reach me. Maybe he’ll quit calling if he keeps getting the busy tone.”
I groan. What will it take for Justin to give up on getting Danielle back?
***
The next day at school, I am sitting in my science class—the last class of the day, trying to stay awake, when the principal makes a special announcement.
“It grieves me to have to share with you that one of your classmates, Justin Larimore, was found dead this morning. I know many of you were friends with Justin, and I realize this is a shock. If anyone needs to talk about this, the school counselor and some of the community pastors will be available after we’re done here, or any time this week by appointment. Come by the counselor’s office. The funeral will be Saturday at Community Baptist Church at 3 pm. Justin’s family would like anyone who wishes to attend to do so. Please join me in a moment of silence.”
I shake my head in shock. Justin is dead? It’s hard to believe I just talked to him yesterday. As much as I didn’t like him, I never wanted him to die.
As soon as it’s time to go home, I jump out of my chair, grab my books and run to Danielle’s locker. Elizabeth is already at the locker.
“I can’t believe it,” she whispers, pale. “He kept calling me. What if he needed help and I was too busy talking to you to answer his call for help?”
I swallow the lump in my throat. “You didn’t know. None of us knew.”
“I wonder how it happened.”
Todd walks toward us. “I’m sorry to hear about Justin.”
“Thanks, Todd,” I reply.
“How are you two doing?” he asks.
“I’m in shock, but Elizabeth feels awful. He kept calling her last night.”
“I feel responsible for his death,” she adds.
“You didn’t kill him,” he assures her. “Try not to be so hard on yourself.”
I shiver. “It’s going to be horrible seeing his corpse in a coffin.”
“I can probably talk my boss into letting me go to the funeral, if you’d like some support,” he says.
I am about to tell him that there’s no need for him to go since he didn’t know Justin, but I realize that I would like him there with me. “I’d appreciate that.”
“I’ll see what I can do, and I’ll call you tonight to let you know what he says.”
Danielle walks up to us, tears in her eyes. “He’s dead,” she whispers, as if in a trance. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”
“He kept calling me last night because he wanted me to get you two back together,” Elizabeth informs her. “I didn’t agree to it though. We feel so bad for you, Danielle. It must be horrible to hear he’s dead, even if he is your ex-boyfriend.”
She shakes her head. “You don’t get it, do you?”
“Get what?” I ask.
“I’m not upset. I’m relieved. Now he can’t bother me anymore. He’s finally out of my life.”
I refrain from speaking. What can I possibly say? Of all the reactions I expect her to have, this isn’t it. How can she not feel a little sad over his death?
“Are you going to the funeral?” Elizabeth asks.
“No,” she says. “I’d feel like a hypocrite if I went. Funerals are for people who are sad over the person’s death.” She throws her books in her locker and shuts the door. “I’m going shopping. Does anyone want to come with me?”
“Aren’t you even interested in how he died?”
“Not really. I’m sure it’ll be all over the TV and internet soon enough. I’ll find out then. Well, I’ll see you later.”
We stare mutely after her retreating figure. What was that all about? She feels like shopping after finding out about her ex-boyfriend’s death? I look at Elizabeth and Todd in amazement. I can see that they are just as baffled as I am by Danielle’s strange reaction.
***
Todd calls me later that night and tells me he can go to the funeral. “I have to work tomorrow night though. I had to trade places with a girl at work, so I’ll be working her shift.”
“I’m glad you’ll be there,” I say.
“I better go. I have to help my brother with his science project.”
Before he hangs up, I ask, “Todd?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you. For everything.”
He pauses for a moment. “It’s the least I can do. I just feel bad for you.”
We say good-bye and hang up.
I leave my bedroom and walk into the living room where my parents are watching TV. Of course, the big news item is Justin’s death.
“Hi, sweetheart,” my mom greets.
I sit beside her on the couch.
She puts her arm around me for support. “We’re about to find out how he died. Are you sure you want to see this?”
I brace myself. “Yes, I’m sure.”
On the TV screen, I see a picture of Justin’s high school picture. He looked so happy.
“He put up a good fight,” the newscaster reports. “Whoever attacked him had to be strong. But as much of a struggle as Justin put up, the killer won. The killer used a weapon, and apparently, the weapon had two tiny needles on it. He used those needles to drain all the blood from Justin’s body. For this reason, we are calling the murderer the Vampire Killer.”
A shiver runs up my spine. Vampire Killer? It sounds gruesome.
“Where did they find him?” I ask my parents.
“In the bushes outside of Danielle’s house,” my dad replies.
I swallow the lump in my throat. Is it possible that he was on his way to talk to Danielle when he was attacked? And is it possible… No, I won’t think it. There’s no way it could be her. No! I force the thought out of my mind. I know Danielle better than that. She’s not a murderer. She can’t be. Can she?
Chapter Eight
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Dating Nate
Despite the sorrow overshadowing us, Elizabeth and I decide it will be best if we go out with Brad and Nate on Friday as planned. There is no reason why we shouldn’t continue living and doing things we enjoy.
“Staying home isn’t going to bring him back,” I remind Elizabeth. I am driving her home from school on Friday afternoon. “Besides, there’s no way you could have known he’d go to Danielle’s. You aren’t responsible for his death.”
“I know. But I can’t help but wish I had stayed on the phone with him.” She sighs. “Alright. I’m going to force this out of my mind and have some fun tonight.”
I drop her off at her house and promise to return at seven. The time until I get to her house seems to drag on forever. I style my hair five different ways before I finally settle on pulling my hair back with a barrette so my curls softly frame my face. I try on three different outfits before deciding on the short sleeve pink frilly shirt with my blue jeans. I didn’t go through this much trouble in getting ready for my date with Todd, so why am I going through such great lengths to impress Nate? Because he’s so mysterious. Todd is down-to-earth, and I know he’ll accept me as I am. But with Nate, I feel like I need to earn his acceptance.
Glancing at the clock, I see that it is time to drive over to Elizabeth’s home. Everyone agreed to meet at her place and then go to the mall. By the time I get there, Nate, Brad and Elizabeth are waiting for me in her driveway.
I smile and hop out of my mom’s car. “Hi.” I walk over to Brad’s parents’ red minivan where they are talking.
“Hi, Cara,” Elizabeth says.
Brad nods. “Hey. I hope you don’t mind going to the mall in the minivan. My dad won’t let me take the Camaro.”
“That’s fine,” I reply. “Hi, Nate,” I shyly greet.
“Good evening.” His voice is barely audible, but there is an undeniable sexy quality to it. It flows over me like a warm spring breeze. His blue eyes meet mine and I can’t look away from his hypnotic gaze.
“We’d better go,” Brad states. “I have to have the van back by midnight. My parents are really big into the curfew rule.”
Nate looks at Brad, and I am finally able to blink. I shake my head. That is weird, I think. I had never experienced such a deep connection with anyone before. My attraction for Nate is overwhelming.
Elizabeth and Brad sit in front so Nate and I get the back to ourselves. We don’t say much on our way to the mall. Mostly, we listen to the songs on the radio. I’m not paying attention to the songs though. I’m too nervous to do that.
At first, everything is going along well between us. We get to the mall and check out the pet store, which is Elizabeth’s favorite store since she loves animals. She pets some of the bunnies, sighing wistfully the whole time. “Things are so simple for them. They just sleep and eat, and occasionally, they want someone to pay attention to them.” She paused. “Justin had a rabbit. It was white with a black spot on its left leg.”
I glance sadly at her. She really feels terrible for hanging up on Justin.
“Justin is the boy that died outside of Danielle Allen’s house,” Brad informs Nate. “Cara and Elizabeth are good friends with Danielle. Justin was Danielle’s boyfriend.”
“How did he die?” Nate asks.
“Someone made two tiny puncture wounds in his neck.”
I try not to gag as I recall the images on TV. “It was horrible. No one should die that way.”
“Wow,” Nate whispers. “Do they know who did it?”
“No, and they don’t have any suspects either,” Elizabeth replies.
“Standing around here and discussing it isn’t going to solve the crime,” Brad says. “I don’t understand why you girls are so upset about this. It’s not like Justin was a nice guy or anything.”
“Brad!” she admonishes.
“Oh come on! You know it’s true. I’m the only one who’s honest enough to say it.”
“He may not have been likable, but he was still a human being.”
“No one could stand him. I bet Danielle’s glad he’s no longer around to control her. Whoever killed him did her a favor.”
“That is the most insensitive comment I’ve ever heard,” she snaps as she leaves the pet store.
He groans. “Me and my big mouth. Now I have to run after her and apologize. Sorry, you two,” he tells Nate and me. He runs after her.
I start to protest that they can’t leave me alone with Nate. I mean, what am I supposed to say to him? I glance over at Nate.
“It looks like it’s just us,” he says, grinning. “Would you like something to eat?”
“Sure. We might as well have a good time even if they don’t.”
We head over to the food court and grab a bite to eat.
“I hope you don’t mind that I was forward in asking your friend to fix us up,” he states.
We sit down at a table overlooking the rest of the mall. The food court is on the second floor, so we can see people walking around on the first floor. He takes a sip from his soda. “I wanted to get to know you better, and I didn’t know how else to do that.”
I blush. “Actually, I’m flattered.”
“I felt this connection between us when we met at Elizabeth’s. How is that for strange?”
“Oh, I don’t think it sounds that crazy. If you want to hear something strange, I’ve been having dreams about you for seven months now.”
“Oh? Anything good?”
I debate whether or not I should tell him, but there is something about him that compels me to bear my soul to him. Just as he did in the dream, he continues to draw me into his unspoken power. “I dreamed that you were a vampire. I told you it was bizarre.”
“A vampire?” He chuckles. “Now that is a good one.”
“I know. I mean, I met you in the day and here you are, drinking soda and eating pizza. You are an ordinary person like anyone else.”
“Just an ordinary person. But enough about me. What about you?”
I fiddle with my napkin. “What would you like to know?”
“Let’s start with the basics. What is your family like?”
“It’s just me, my mom and dad. We’re your typical family. I wish I could tell you something exciting about us, but with my dad’s love for fishing and my mom’s love for genealogy, there’s nothing worthwhile to mention.”
“They are your parents. That makes them interesting.”
My eyes meet his again. He is so easy to talk to. I feel like I can tell him anything.
“Where does your dad fish?” He bites into his pizza and listens to me as I relate everything I know about my dad’s favorite hobby. When I finish, he says, “You mentioned that your mom is interested in genealogy. Does she tell you anything that she finds out about your ancestry?”
I am pleased by his attention. He must really like me if he wants to know so much about me. My heart pounds with excitement. I realize that I like him too. “Well, the other day she told me about one of my ancestors who was supposed to be hanged at one of the Salem Witch Trials but disappeared before it happened. Apparently, she survived and had a child because I’m here today.”
“That is fascinating.” He leans forward and lightly touches my hand. “Do you know her name?”
“Smith,” I reply. I struggle to remember her first name. It’s on the tip of my tongue. It starts with a D. Debra? Denise? Diana? Dana? “Daphne! Her name was Daphne Smith.”
“Is that as far back as your mom got? That was in the late 1600s.”
“1692,” I recall. I am amazed that I remember so much of what my mom told me about our family history. Usually, I don’t remember any of it. “Yes, that’s as far back as she’s gotten.”
“I think it’s great that she does that. I like genealogy too.”
Just as I am about to ask him what his family is like, Elizabeth and Brad walk up to us and sit at our table.
“Sorry about leaving everyone in the pet store,” Elizabeth says sheepishly.
“You’re going through a rough time. Don’t worry about it,” Nate assures her.
“It’ll take awhile before things get back to normal,” I add.
“Yes,” she replies. “I’ll be glad when they do. I’m determined to have a good time for the rest of this evening. So, would anyone like to check out the music store? There’s a new album that I’ve been wanting to buy.”
Despite my disappointment in not having Nate all to myself, I am glad that Elizabeth is feeling better. Nate and I quickly finish our meals and follow her and Brad to the music store. We have a good time for the rest of the evening. When Brad drives into Elizabeth’s driveway, I sigh. I hate to see the evening come to an end.
“Cara, can I talk to you for a moment?” Nate asks.
Elizabeth winks at me, letting me know that she approves of him. “Come on, Brad. I want to talk to you.”
Nate and I leave the minivan and walk over to my mom’s car. “I had a great time tonight,” he says, smiling. Taking my hand in his, he asks, “Would you mind if I call you sometime?”
My body tingles. “I’d love it.”
“Good because I’d like to see you again.”
I fish out a piece of paper and a pen from my purse and write down my phone number. “Here you go.” I hand it to him.
“Would it be too soon if I asked you out for tomorrow?”
I force down the urge to squeal like a lovesick teenager, which is what I actually am. Still, he doesn’t need to know that. “No,” I respond, trying to sound mature.
“Then I’ll give you a call around noon.”
“I’ll be waiting.”
He lightly touches my lips with his thumb.
I close my eyes, as if in a trance.
His lips softly touch mine. It’s such a feathery kiss, hardly noticeable, but it consumes me in its intensity.
“I’ll see you then,” he whispers.
Chapter Nine
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Enchanted
My parents adore Nate when they meet him the next day. Once my mom discovers his interest in genealogy, she shows him our family tree on her computer. I find this embarrassing, but he seems so fascinated by it, so I don’t interrupt her. After ten minutes pass, my mom closes the program and says, “I’m keeping you two from your date. It was so nice to meet you, Nate.”
He smiles. “The pleasure was all mine.”
Nate and I leave the office. As we pass through the living room, my dad chuckles. “I think you’re in trouble, Nate. Once you get Mrs. Stivers talking about the family tree, you have a friend for life.”
“It’s okay, Dad. We’re leaving now,” I reply, laughing. “I’ll be back by eleven.” I shut the front door.
“Your parents are great,” he says.
“Yeah, I guess they are.” It’s funny how my parents only seem special when someone else points it out to me.
Nate and I spend the day at the fair that’s in town for the weekend, and I find myself more attracted to him today than I did yesterday. While we are at the fair, we checkout the Fun House, go on some rides and play some games. Around 9:30, Nate offers to buy me a soda, so I sit on a bench and wait for him to come back with our drinks.
“Hi, Cara,” someone greets me.
Turning around, I see Danielle with a cute boy.
“Hi,” I reply in surprise. I didn’t expect to see her out with another boy so soon, especially after Justin’s death. But then again, she was glad to hear that he was no longer alive.
“This is Carter Mitchell. He’s in my typing class,” she introduces. “Carter, this is Cara Stivers.”
I nod. “Hi, Carter.”
“Are you here with Todd?” she asks.
I blush. “No. Actually, I’m here with Nate.”
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot you were dating both of them. Where is he?”
“Getting something to drink. He’ll be back soon.”
“Carter, would you mind getting me something to drink too?” she asks.
“Whatever you say,” he agrees and goes to the concession stand.
I raise my eyebrow. “It looks like you have someone who will do anything for you.”
“It’s liberating.” She sits next to me. “I’m not really interested in him. I just don’t feel like sitting around the house on a Saturday night.”
“We’re 18. We need to date lots of boys before we get married.”
“That’s what I like about you. You got your feet planted firmly on the ground. It seems as if everyone else thinks we should be in a serious relationship.”
After a few moments of silence, I ask, “Have you changed your mind about going to Justin’s funeral?”
She sighs. “I guess I have to go. If I don’t, I’ll only look guilty. The police have been hounding me about his death. They haven’t officially called me a suspect, but I know they are considering it. It’s all because he was found outside my house. He never rang the doorbell or anything. I can only assume the killer got him before he made it to my door. But why would the killer hide him in the bushes? And who would do such a horrible thing?”
“You really didn’t do it, did you?”
She gasps. “You think I did it?”
“Well, I wondered about it. I’m sorry, Danielle. I didn’t want to even consider it. I was just so...baffled by your response to his death, and it made me curious.”
“I can’t believe you thought I was capable of murder. Sure, I hated him, but I would never have killed him.”
“I know. Look, if I really thought you did it, I would have gone to the police.”
She shakes her head. “I thought you knew me better than to even question it.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Okay. Let’s just forget about it. I want to have fun. I’m tired of being miserable.”
Considering her history with Justin, I can understand her reasoning. “Well, you and Carter are welcome to join me and Nate for the rest of the evening.”
“You see, now I can finally double date with my friends.”
Nate returns and hands me a soda.
“Thank you. Where is your drink?” I ask.
“What? Oh right. My drink. I drank it on the way back,” he says.
“You must have been thirsty. The concession stand isn’t that far from here.”
He sits next to me.
“Anyway, this is my friend, Danielle. She’s with her date, Carter,” I state.
They exchange hellos and we make small talk for awhile. After fifteen minutes pass, I begin to get anxious. “Shouldn’t Carter be back by now?”
She glances at her watch. “You’re right. He should. Oh great! You don’t think he left, do you?”
“I don’t know. We’ll give him five more minutes, and if he’s not back, we’ll give up waiting for him.”
Actually, we wait ten minutes before we decide he’s not coming back.
“I might as well go home. My whole night’s been ruined now,” she grumbles. Standing up, she continues, “I’ll see you at the funeral tomorrow.”
“Bye,” I call after her. Then I turn to Nate. “Isn’t that strange how he just left like that? It’s like he disappeared.”
“Hmm...Oh well. Ready to go on another ride?” he asks.
At first, I am appalled by his lack of concern, but then I look into his eyes and forget all about her. Only Nate exists in my world. I smile. “Sure.”
He takes my hand and leads me to the Ferris wheel.
There is something about Nate that I can’t resist. I don’t know if it’s the way he looks at me or touches my hand, but the attraction between us is stronger than anything I experienced with any other boy I’ve dated.
Chapter Ten
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The Funeral
The next day is the funeral, and the rain pouring from the sky is appropriate for the occasion. Todd picks me up and takes me to the funeral home. My parents offer to come along, but I insist that they stay home. After all, they didn’t know Justin or his parents. It’s so strange to go to a funeral for someone who’s my age. Sure, death is a part of life, but when I think of death, I think of people who have lived a full life and are in their 80s or 90s. I never imagined that I would have to pay my respects to someone who had yet to graduate high school, go to college, get married, have kids, enjoy grandkids, and spend their retirement years traveling. At least, that’s how I envision my future. Poor Justin will never get to see what his future would have been. I shiver. No one should face an early death. It’s unnatural.
Danielle and Elizabeth are sitting in one of the pews. Danielle’s parents are talking to Justin’s parents. A lot of students from school are here. Most of them are seniors, which is what I expected since Justin was a senior too.
“Do you mind if we sit with Danielle and Elizabeth?” I quietly ask Todd.
“No,” he replies.
Even stranger than seeing one of my classmates lying in the open casket at the front of the room is the fact that I am glad Todd is with me instead of Nate. After having such a wonderful time with Nate over the last two days, I didn’t expect to feel so attracted to Todd anymore, but for some reason, I am more interested in Todd than I am in Nate. I don’t understand it. Like I said, it’s so strange. It’s as if during the last two days, I’ve been under some kind of magical spell. No, I don’t believe in magic spells. But I have to admit that Nate has a way of making me feel powerless whenever he’s around. I shake my head. I wish I knew why I feel this way. What was it about him that I found so irresistible? I don’t remember.
Todd and I sit next to Elizabeth and Danielle.
“You won’t believe this,” Elizabeth whispers after saying hi to us.
“What?” I wonder.
“You should tell them,” Elizabeth tells Danielle.
Danielle wipes the tears from her eyes. “Carter is dead.”
“What? How?” I gasp, startled by this latest news.
“He died the same way Justin did. And the police are asking me more questions. They probably think I did it. Now they’re really going to think I killed Justin.”
“When did this happen?”
“Last night. They are saying that the time of his death was 9:42, and it happened at the fair in the House of Mirrors.”
“Wait. That’s when we were at the fair. You couldn’t have done it. We were talking at that time, remember?”
“Yes. Oh, Cara! That’s right. I forgot all about the time. We were waiting for our dates to come back with soft drinks.”
I blush since we are talking about my dating Nate right in front of Todd.
“You know, Cara, you can tell the police that Danielle was with you when the murder happened,” Todd injects.
“Yes, of course I’ll do that,” I readily agree, thankful that Todd isn’t upset that I went out with Nate. I guess there’s no reason he would be though. He already knew about Nate.
“I am so glad I ran into you last night,” she says. “Do you mind talking to the police after the funeral service is over?”
“I’ll talk to them,” I reply.
Elizabeth shudders. “This is so awful. Why is someone killing the boys in our school?”
“Do you think it has something to do with me?” Danielle asks. “These are boys I dated.”
“Maybe you should mention that, just in case there is a connection,” Todd recommends. “I’m sure the police will want any leads they can get.”
She grimaces. “I feel cursed.”
I shake my head. “I hope that whoever is doing this will get caught soon. I’d hate to hear about any more murders.”
The memorial service begins and we listen to the pastor give the eulogy. Justin’s parents offer a few words about how they will miss him. I choke back some tears. What if my parents were up there and I was the one in the coffin? Or what if it was me that was murdered last night and my parents had just found out about my death? I was at the House of Mirrors where Carter’s body was discovered. It could have been me instead of him. I was lucky that Nate was with me. Obviously, the murderer only attacks someone who’s alone. That’s when I decide that I’m not going anywhere by myself until the killer is caught and safely behind bars.
The pastor offers everyone the chance to view Justin’s body. I almost decline the offer, but I figure I should tell Justin good-bye, even if he isn’t alive to hear me. I wait in line. Danielle and Elizabeth are in front of me and Todd is beside me. He gently takes my hand and squeezes it. I smile at him, grateful for his support.
It is a shock to see Justin’s dead body in the casket. He looks as if he’s sleeping, but I know he’s not. I try not to gag as I examine his neck for the puncture wounds. I squint when I see them. The Vampire Killer. That’s what the police are calling the murderer, and I realize that those marks are just like a vampire’s bite. I suddenly wonder if there really is a vampire in the area.
Chapter Eleven
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The Vampire’s Attack
I tell the police that I was talking to Danielle when Carter was attacked. I even tell them that I suspect a vampire is the killer. Of course, they laugh at me. After all, who would believe such a wild tale? If I hadn’t been dreaming of a vampire for seven months straight, I wouldn’t have believed it either. But the dream still haunts me, and I have to wonder if my dream is accurate in showing me that Nate is a vampire. But I can’t accept that because he walks around in daylight and eats garlic on his pizza. Vampires are creatures of the night and they don’t like garlic, so I understand why the police scoff at me. I make myself forget about it. Maybe those marks I saw on Justin weren’t from a vampire bite. Maybe they were from a pair of false fangs.
At least, I’m ready to dismiss my concerns until I wake up Monday morning feeling odd. When my alarm goes off, I quickly press the snooze button. Usually, I sleep for another ten minutes, but today my throat is extremely dry and the skin beneath my ear is sore. I groan as I roll onto my back. I struggle to open my eyes. I squint at the sunlight pouring through my open window. I always leave my window open in the spring. I love the fresh air. This morning, the sunlight seems intense. I rub my eyes and sit up in bed. I fight the dizziness that overcomes me. After a few minutes, my head clears and I can get up without fainting. I feel so groggy. I could easily crawl back into bed and stay there all day. I know something is different. But what?
I sit in front of my dresser mirror and examine my appearance. I am so pale. Usually, my skin has a healthy tan glow to it, especially after I’ve been in the sun for a couple of hours. I also note the bags under my eyes, as if I haven’t slept in days. My hair, which is normally curly and full, now hangs limp and brittle. I look horrible. It seems like I’ve aged overnight, and I feel weaker too. I unconsciously bring my hand up to my neck. What has happened to me?
I force myself to shower and get dressed in my favorite red shirt and dark blue shorts. I pull my hair back into a ponytail, since I can’t seem to style it to my liking. I don’t usually wear make-up, but considering my appearance, I figure I should add a little color to my skin today. As I am about to apply some eye shadow, I gasp. I drop the make-up on the floor, hardly noticing the mess it makes on the carpet. I lean forward so I can get a better look at my neck in the mirror.
A sense of dread washes over me. Two small puncture wounds are below my ear. The same kind I saw on Justin. I am a victim of a vampire attack.
***
I pick up Elizabeth on my way to school. I have to wear sunglasses because the sunlight is too bright now. As soon as she jumps into my mom’s car. I show her the marks on my neck.
“A vampire bit me,” I announce before she can say anything.
She stares at me for a moment. Then she laughs. “That’s a good one, Cara.”
“No. I’m serious.”
She shakes her head. “Vampires don’t exist.”
“Oh yeah? Tell that to my neck.”
“There are many things that could cause those marks.”
“For example?”
“Well...An insect bite. No? How about tweezers? Did you accidentally prick your neck with tweezers?”
“Why would I put tweezers near my neck? I pluck my eyebrows, not my neck hairs.”
She sighs and shrugs. “I give up. But I’m sure a vampire didn’t do it.”
“Justin had the same marks on his neck. I saw them at the funeral yesterday. He was bitten too.”
“That’s why the murderer is called the Vampire Killer, because he makes it look as if his victims were bitten by a vampire.”
“But I have the exact same marks that Justin had!”
“I do admit that it is odd, but you are still alive and you have blood in your body.”
“But for how long?”
“Good grief. Cara, tell me you don’t really believe this.”
I groan as I back out of her driveway. I drive down the street. “The police didn’t believe my theory that the killer really is a vampire.”
“I don’t blame them,” she agrees.
“I’m going to see if Carter’s wounds look like mine too. His funeral is scheduled for Tuesday evening.”
“See? Both Justin and Carter are dead. Why are you still alive?”
“I don’t know. But I’ve got to find out.”
I park the car in the school parking lot and get out of the car. My backpack feels heavier than usual. Yes, I am definitely weaker. We enter the school and stop by Todd’s locker to say hi. He’s throwing in some of his books and taking out two he’ll need for his morning classes.
“Hi, Cara. Hi, Elizabeth,” he greets. He pauses and looks at me again. “Cara, are you feeling alright?”
“You see, Todd sees the difference,” I tell her. “Todd, what do you think this is?” I show him the puncture wounds.
He chuckles. “I must have seen too many horror movies because it looks like a vampire bite.” When I nod, he stops laughing and asks, “Is that what it’s supposed to be?”
“She’s convinced it is,” Elizabeth answers.
“Did you actually see the vampire?” he asks.
“No,” I reply. “I went to sleep and everything was fine, but when I woke up, I...” Suddenly I know when the vampire attacked me. “The window! I let my bedroom window open and that must have been how he came into my bedroom. I always leave my window open while I sleep.”
“How did he get into your room from the window? Your bedroom is on the second floor and there’s nothing to climb up to get into it,” Elizabeth points out.
“Unless you fly in,” I say. “Vampires turn into bats.”
“This is getting more far-fetched all the time,” she replies.
“If the vampire entered your house,” Todd begins, “then he, or she, must have been invited inside your house before last night.”
“Oh no!” Elizabeth groans. “Not you too!”
“There’s only one way to be sure,” he states thoughtfully. “We have to hide outside your house and see if a bat flies into your window while you’re asleep.”
“We?” Elizabeth asks, looking appalled.
“I was thinking we could go in shifts,” he says.
“I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I have two problems with this whole thing. One, why would the vampire leave you alive but kill Justin and Carter? Two, who is the vampire?”
“That’s what we have to find out,” I reply.
“Todd, do you really believe this?” she asks.
“Honestly?” He shrugs. “No. But Cara looks so scared. The least we can do is put her fears to rest.”
“Okay,” she relents. “I’ll help you keep watch outside her house.”
“Maybe I should be the one hiding outside my bedroom window. After all, I’m the one the vampire wants,” I say.
“If there is a vampire, we need to see him, or her, enter your bedroom. That won’t happen if you’re not there,” he states.
“That’s true,” I concede. “So, now we play the waiting game.” I sigh nervously. I hope that the next time the vampire attacks me, it won’t lead to my death.
Chapter Twelve
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A Strange Encounter
To my surprise, Nate calls me around seven that night. I am doing my homework, so I welcome the distraction.
“I need to see you,” he says. “I’ll be over there in ten minutes.”
“Oh, I...This is short notice,” I stammer, appalled that he expects me to drop everything and go out with him. I don’t get it. He was so polite and courteous over the weekend. Now he is acting rude.
“It’s important,” he insists. “I really need to go over there.”
What can be so important that he “needs” to come over right now? Reluctant, I agree and quickly get ready to meet him. He sounded so urgent, as if he was stuck in a life or death situation.
Just as I finish putting on my make-up, I hear the doorbell ring. I glance at my watch. When he said he would be over in ten minutes, he wasn’t kidding. I stand up from the chair in front of my dresser and head downstairs. “I got it, Dad,” I call out.
My dad turns from the doorway and says, “Nate’s here.”
I can tell that he’s shocked because I usually let him know if I’m expecting someone to come by and see me. “I’ll explain later,” I whisper to him as I pass by him. “Hi, Nate.” I smile. “What’s up?”
“Let’s talk in private,” he softly states. “I know. Let’s go to your room.”
I’m ready to tell him that my parents won’t let me have boys in my room when he reaches out and touches my hand. A tingle races up my spine. My eyes meet his and my heart races at the way he’s staring at me. His eyes are so intense that they seem to pierce right through me. He is incredible. How could I ever deny him anything? “Okay.”
“Cara, shouldn’t you talk to Nate in the kitchen?” my dad kindly asks.
I look at him, confused. Why shouldn’t I take Nate up to my room like he wants me to?
“It’s fine, Mr. Stivers,” Nate replies. “We won’t do anything we shouldn’t.”
He looks as if he’s ready to protest, but for some reason, he changes his mind, nods and walks away.
I blink, surprised my dad gave in so easily, but then I give it no more thought as Nate leads me up the steps. “This is my room,” I point out.
We enter the room and he shuts the door behind him.
“We need to keep the door open. My dad will have a fit if he sees this.”
“Shh...” His fingers brush my lips.
The sensation is so light that I hardly notice it.
“Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”
I silently sit on my bed and wait for him to explain why he came over.
He walks over to my window and sits on the ledge.
I hide my surprise. I forgot to close the window that morning.
“Do you want to see a movie?” he asks.
“Excuse me?” My eyes widen. Is this the important thing he needed to talk to me about?
“I heard there’s a good movie playing, and I wanted to see it. So, do you want to go?”
I shake my head. Is he serious?
Before I can reply, he walks over to me. He softly strokes my cheek and stares deeply into my eyes. I try to look away but I can’t. His gaze is mesmerizing, and all I want to do is be with him.
“Do you have any jewelry?” he whispers.
“Of course. What do you prefer? A ring, a bracelet, or a necklace?”
“Necklace.”
I obediently stand up and walk over to my dresser. I open the lid of my jewelry box and take out my favorite gold necklace. It was a gift from my mother when I turned sixteen. It has a gold heart with a small diamond in the center of it. I hand it to him.
He smiles at me, stands up and gives me a light kiss on the lips. “Thank you. It’s exactly what I need.” He walks to the door.
I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts. “Wait. Aren’t we going to the movies?”
“Movies? I never said anything about going to the movies.”
“Yes, you did.”
“Are you sure?” He looks into my eyes again.
I blink several times. Why do I feel so tired? “But the movies...You mentioned it. At least, I think you did.”
“You seem so sleepy. Maybe you should rest.”
My eyelids feel so heavy. I fight to stay awake. Something is wrong. At least, I think it is. I need to stay alert. But I’m so exhausted and the bed is so inviting.
“Sleep. You’ll feel much better in the morning. By the time dawn comes, you won’t remember a thing about my visit,” he says in a soothing tone.
I lie down. My head hits the pillow. My bed feels luxurious. I wrap myself in my blanket and curl into a ball. I barely notice him leaving my room. By the time I hear his footsteps on the stairs, I’m already asleep.
Chapter Thirteen
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The Vampire’s Identity
My alarm blares its usual annoying beeping tone. I press the snooze button and stretch. Wow, I realize. I feel great! I jump out of bed, ready to get dressed for the day. I gasp when I see that I’m still wearing the clothes I had on the day before.
“That’s strange. Why didn’t I get into my pajamas?”
That’s when I realize I don’t recall much from last night. Didn’t someone come over to see me? Wasn’t there something important to discuss? Out of curiosity, I examine my neck in the mirror. The marks are gone.
When I pick up Elizabeth at her house, she excitedly hops into the passenger seat of the car. “It looks like things with you and Nate are going great. Have you made your choice between him and Todd yet?”
I shoot her a ‘what are you talking about?’ look.
“Todd and I took turns hiding outside your house last night. You wanted me to do that, right?”
“Yes,” I answer as I drive down the street. “But I didn’t see Nate last night.”
“I saw him enter your house.”
“That’s impossible. I spent the night doing homework and then I went to bed.”
“I can’t believe you’re lying to me.”
“I’m not. Don’t you think that if I saw Nate, I would have talked to you as soon as he left?”
“I was outside your house.”
I start to argue with her, but I’ve known her long enough to realize that she isn’t lying. “I don’t remember it,” I finally say. The words hit me like a ton of bricks. “I don’t remember anything about it. The last thing I remember is doing my homework and it was seven. The rest of the night is blank.”
She eyes me quizzically. “How can you not remember? He was over there for about fifteen minutes.”
“Something is wrong. Something happened last night, and I don’t know what it was.”
“I don’t like the sound of this.”
It is at that moment that a memory flashes in my mind. Actually, it is not a memory. It is a dream I had for seven months that suddenly stopped the day I met Nate. I recall part of the dream. I met Nate at a deserted place at night. He turned to face me. We didn’t say anything to each other. I looked into his eyes, hypnotized by their power. His hand cupped the side of my face as he leaned forward to kiss me...and when the kiss ended, I saw his fangs. He was a vampire.
“Nate is a vampire,” I say.
She gives me a strange look. “Nate? A vampire? But we were around him during the day. Don’t vampires have to be out at night?”
“That’s what I don’t understand either, but I am sure he is a vampire. I know this is going to sound bizarre, but I kept having the same dream earlier this year about meeting Nate, and he was a vampire.”
“But that was a dream. Look, we don’t even know if those marks on your neck really were from a vampire bite. And,” she continues when she sees that I am ready to protest, “We don’t know if the murderer who killed Justin and Carter was a vampire. I’m still convinced that the murder is a sick serial killer.”
“Then what do you think Nate is up to? You even said that what happened last night seems suspicious.”
“You don’t remember him going to your house...at all?”
“No!”
“How can a vampire enter your house without you remembering it? And here’s another loophole in your theory. The marks on your neck are gone. If he was a vampire, wouldn’t he have drunk some of your blood last night?”
I shake my head. She’s not going to believe me, and I can’t answer her questions. I sigh and focus on the road.
Chapter Fourteen
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Some Answers
That evening, I attend Carter’s memorial service. When I walk up to his casket to view his body, I see the same puncture wounds that I had had on my neck. I go home, more convinced than ever that Nate is a vampire. For some reason, he only bit me once, but he let me live. Why am I different? What is so special about me? Shouldn’t I be lying in a casket like Justin and Carter?
My mom and dad are watching TV when I walk into the house.
“Cara, we need to talk to you,” my dad says.
“What is it?” I ask. They look so serious. I sit down in the chair which is across from the couch where they are sitting. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No, you’re not in trouble,” my mom assures me. “There’s been another murder.”
“Who? When? How?” I stammer in shock.
“This time it was a seventeen-year-old girl who goes to another school in the area,” she replies. “She died the same way Justin and Carter did. She was walking home from the library by herself when she was murdered.”
“Which brings us to our new rule,” my dad adds. “Until this killer is caught, we don’t want you going anywhere by yourself. The only exception to this rule is when you go to school and come home from school. The last thing we want is for you to be another victim.”
“I’ll do what you say,” I readily agree. I pause. “Did Nate stop by here last night?”
They glance at each other. My dad shrugs. “No. Was he supposed to?”
“What did we do last night?” I ask, more confused than ever.
“I worked on the family tree,” Mom says.
“I watched some TV,” he replies.
“You spent the night in your bedroom doing homework. Although I have been meaning to ask you what time you went to sleep. I checked on you at 7:30 and you were already asleep.”
They don’t remember seeing Nate either. Elizabeth is the only one who does. “I went to sleep early,” I softly responded. “I was tired.”
How did Nate walk into this house without any of us remembering it?
The phone rings.
My dad answers it. “Cara, it’s for you. It’s Todd.”
“Thanks, Dad.” I take the cordless phone from him and walk up to my bedroom. I close my door for privacy. “Hi, Todd.”
“Hi. I just wanted you to know that I’m keeping watch outside your house. My mom is making me take the cell phone in case I run into trouble. Did you hear about the latest murder?”
“Yeah. My parents just told me about it. I’m not allowed to go anywhere by myself until the murderer is caught, but I think I know who it is.”
“Really? Who?”
“Nate. I think he’s a vampire.” I tell him about the conversation I had with Elizabeth this morning. “I don’t remember talking to Nate last night. I know he can go out in the sunlight and he can eat garlic, but I also know he’s a vampire. I kept having the same dream for seven months before I even met him, and he was a vampire. I know this sounds ridiculous, but I’m beginning to think the dream was a premonition.” I pause. “Do you want to come into my house for awhile?”
There is no point in talking to him on the phone when I can see him in person. I decide that Elizabeth and Todd shouldn’t keep watch outside my house anymore. I don’t want to see either one of them murdered. I will have to find a way to discover what Nate is up to without jeopardizing their lives.
“Are your parents going to mind?” he asks. “It is a school night.”
“Let me check with them.” After they tell me it’s alright, I tell him to come into the house.
“Hi, Todd,” my dad greets. “Would you like something to drink?”
“Yes, thank you,” he replies.
Todd and I sit in the kitchen at the table. My dad leaves us alone so we can have some privacy. My mom is working on the family tree...again, so she’s in the office.
“You’re convinced that a vampire is after you,” Todd states thoughtfully. “And you think it’s Nate. I don’t believe in vampires, but I did some research on them during Study Hall today. I learned that some vampires walk around in daylight just like everyone else. That would make a vampire harder to spot. As for being opposed to garlic, that’s another myth about vampires. Apparently, there are different kinds of vampires, and the rules are different depending on the type of vampire you’re dealing with.”
“You mean, even though you don’t think vampires exist, you went through all the trouble of learning about them for me?” I put my hand on his arm. “That’s really nice of you.”
He blushes. “It’s nothing.”
We sit quietly for a moment.
“Todd, thank you for watching out for Nate, but I can’t have you risking your life for me. Please don’t stay outside my house anymore. I’m going to call Elizabeth after you leave and tell her the same thing. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to either one of you.”
“But I want you to feel safe.”
“As long as I have your, Danielle’s and Elizabeth’s support, I will feel safe.”
“Okay. I’ll do as you wish.” He pauses for a moment. “I’m glad Elizabeth fixed us up.”
I smile, thrilled at his confession. “Me too.”
Slowly, tentatively, he leans over and gives me a kiss. My heart races in excitement, and with the excitement is the underlying knowledge that he will do everything he can to keep me safe in the days to come.
Chapter Fifteen
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Second Attack
The next day at lunch, Danielle is upset. “I feel like I’m cursed. No boy wants to date me because Justin and Carter were murdered, and they’re afraid if they go out with me, then they’ll die too. I hope the police find the killer soon because this is ruining my social life.”
Elizabeth rolls her eyes. “I guess we shouldn’t be concerned about the victims. After all, they no longer have social lives to worry about.”
“Oh come on. You know what I mean. I’m not insensitive, but let’s face it. The victims don’t have anything to worry about anymore,” she protests. “This whole ordeal has been awful for me. First, the police think I’m the killer. Thankfully, Cara got them off my back. But now, every boy is avoiding me like the plague. You and Cara have boyfriends, so you two don’t have anything to worry about.”
“Oh no?” I raise my eyebrow. “I have a vampire who’s after me.”
“Speaking of which,” Elizabeth begins, “would you like to check out the new vampire movie tonight?”
“No thank you.” I shake my head. “I’m being stalked by a vampire. The last think I want to do is watch a movie about one.”
“Well, I’ll go,” Danielle replies. “It’s so good to be able to see a movie without Justin breathing down my neck. Freedom is great!”
I sigh. I shouldn’t expect them to believe me. Nobody believes me.
***
I go to bed at 10:30 that night. I’m exhausted because I haven’t been sleeping well lately. I remember the dream that haunted me for so long. I know that the dream was a warning, and as soon as I met Nate, it stopped. It stopped because it had served its purpose.
I drift in and out of sleep. Sometimes I am restless and toss and turn. At other times, I am in deep sleep and nothing will wake me up. I am briefly aware of a breeze passing through my open window. That’s strange, I think as I try to wake up. I don’t remember opening the window that night. In fact, I know I haven’t opened the window since I noticed the vampire marks on my neck. I figure that Nate had entered my room through the window, and if I keep that window closed, then he can’t harm me. At least, he can’t harm me while I’m asleep. So why is my window open? I struggle to open my eyes, but I feel so incredibly tired. My body feels heavy. It sinks into my bed. Before I know it, I am fast asleep.
The next thing I know, someone opens the door to my bedroom and shakes me. “Cara, wake up. Are you okay?”
I squint as the light from my ceiling interrupts my dark solitude. “What is it?” I mumble. My eyes flutter open and I gasp in surprise when I see my mom, Elizabeth and Danielle standing in my bedroom.
My mom is checking me over.
“Is something wrong?” I ask, alarmed.
“We saw a bat fly into this room,” Elizabeth says.
“They were banging on the front door,” my mother adds. “We ran up here to see if the bat was still here, but it must have left before we came in.”
“A bat? Are you sure?” I wonder.
“Oh no.” She groans when she sees my neck. “That stupid bat got you in the neck.”
“What?” I shriek as I jump out of bed. I run over to the mirror. The bite marks stand out like Christmas lights in the night. I glance at the window which is still open. I know it was closed when I went to sleep.
“I didn’t even know we had bats in the area,” Danielle whispers, shivering.
“It was a vampire!” I insist. “Don’t you see? Nate turned into a bat, flew in and sucked some of my blood.”
My mother sighs. “I think you’ve been reading too many scary stories. Honey, there is no such things as vampires.”
“It was just a bat,” Elizabeth adds. “The reason you’re still alive is because the bat has been after you instead of the killer.”
“Thank goodness we happened to be driving home from the movies,” Danielle says. “Now we know what’s been biting you.”
“Speaking of being out at night, what were you two doing outside the house? It’s a little after eleven,” my mom states.
“We were on our way home,” Elizabeth replies.
I inwardly groan. I should have expected this. I don’t expect my mom to believe me about the vampire which is why I never told her about it to begin with, but I’m shocked that Elizabeth and Danielle think that the bat is a harmless little creature.
After Elizabeth and Danielle leave, my mother tells me to go to bed. She promises that tomorrow she will have my dad securely lock my window so that the bat can’t get in anymore.
I shut the window and lock it before climbing back into bed. It’s hard for me to go back to sleep. Knowing that Nate found a way into my room without my knowing it and drinking some of my blood while I was asleep is an eerie feeling. I recall how Elizabeth said that he came to see me Monday night, but I can’t remember it. What else is Nate doing that I don’t know about? I pull the covers up to my chin and work on some relaxation techniques my dad once showed me. I need my strength if I am going to figure out what Nate is up to. A plan is slowly forming in my mind. All I need to do is convince my friends to help me. And after tonight, I’m not sure Elizabeth or Danielle will go along with it.
Chapter Sixteen
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Asking for a Favor
The ringing of my alarm clock is unusually loud. I accidentally knock it off my night stand in my effort to press the snooze button. I groan as I get out of bed. My head aches. I fumble for the clock. Where is that snooze button? The beeping from the clock is so annoying. Aggravated, I yank on the cord and pull it out of the wall. Finally, it’s quiet.
I lay in bed for a few minutes while my eyes adjust to the sunlight. I don’t even want to look in the mirror. I know I am pale and that my hair is limp and dull in color. Instead of examining the physical changes in my appearance, I take a long, hot shower, but I’m still exhausted. I feel as if I ran a marathon in my sleep. It’s hard to move. My senses, however, are very sensitive. I smell my dad’s aftershave before he even enters the kitchen, and I can read the ingredient label on my cereal box that is across the room.
“I heard about last night,” my dad says.
I wince. It sounds like he’s yelling, even though he’s speaking in a calm tone.
“You look awful,” my mother comments as she sits across from me at the kitchen table.
“I feel worse than I look,” I mumble. I stir my cereal with my spoon. I’m not hungry. How can I eat when a vampire is after me? “I have to go.” I pick up my backpack and head to the door.
“We’ll see you after school,” my mom says.
When I pick Elizabeth up at her house, she almost drops her books. “Have you looked in a mirror this morning?”
“No. Do I look that bad?”
“Worse. Bats are so gross. At any rate, at least we know you’re safe.”
“Oh, right. You don’t think Nate turned himself into a bat and flew through my window, even though I know I closed the window before I went to bed.”
“I don’t understand why Nate is such a bad guy. He’s been nice to you, and he’s a good friend to Brad.”
She doesn’t understand. “Would you at least be willing to help me search Nate’s bedroom?”
Her jaw drops.
“Yes, you heard me right. Now before you say no, just hear me out. I need to find out, once and for all, if Nate is out to hurt me. Look at me, Elizabeth. You noticed how horrible I look as soon as you got into this car. I probably resemble the walking dead. I am going through a transformation. I can feel it.”
“You think you’re becoming a vampire?”
“How else would you explain my appearance?”
“I just thought you were so tired from staying up so late last night.”
“Then why don’t you look like I do this morning? If anyone should look horrible, it should be you.”
She rolls her eyes. “Gee, thanks for the compliment.”
“I don’t mean it like that. What I meant was that you got less sleep than I did.”
“I know. I was just giving you a hard time.”
“So, will you help me?”
“When are we supposed to do this?”
I sigh thoughtfully. “We’ll have to go during school.”
“You want me to cut class?”
“We don’t have a choice.”
“You bet we have a choice! Let’s not do it.”
“My life is in danger.”
She groans. “I can’t believe you’re talking me into this.”
“Thank you, Elizabeth! You’re such a great friend.”
“You owe me for this.”
“Definitely. You have one favor coming to you. I promise.”
“So, when do you want to do this?”
I ponder her question. When would be a good time to go? “Nate goes to the same school that Brad does, right?”
“Yes.”
“The best time to go to his house is when he’s not there. That way, we can safely sort through his things. Do you know where he lives?”
“Yes, I do. Brad and I went by there one time so Brad could drop off a video he borrowed from him. But what if Nate’s parents are there during school hours?”
“He’s a vampire. His parents aren’t in that house.”
She laughs. “He has to have parents. How else would he be here?”
“Vampires don’t die. They maintain their youthful appearance regardless of how old they are.”
“If his parents are there, will you please stop insisting that he’s a vampire?”
I pull into the school parking lot and find a parking spot. “It’s a deal.” I know I’m not going to run into his parents. They have probably been dead for a long time. After all, every time I saw Nate in my dream, he was standing outside a town, and he had been wearing old-fashioned clothing. The reason might seem silly, which is why I don’t mention it to her, but somehow I know he is a lot older than my grandparents are.
“Let’s go to Nate’s house during gym class,” I say. “We can always tell the teacher we’re sick and pretend to go to the nurse’s office.”
“Is it just going to be us or are you going to drag others in on this crazy scavenger hunt?” she asks as she opens the car door.
“Just us,” I reply. “I don’t want the teachers to get suspicious.”
She steps out of the car and shuts the door. “How did I ever get so lucky to be the one you chose to go with you on this quest?”
I shut the door on my side and swing the backpack over my shoulder and smile at her. “You’re my friend.”
***
Our gym class is after our lunch hour, so Elizabeth and I go to the cafeteria to eat before heading out to Nate’s house.
“Aren’t you hungry?” she asks me when she notices that I didn’t bring my usual sandwich and apple.
Danielle sits down across from us at the table with her salad and milk.
“No.” I shake my head. There is no way I’m going to tell her that I’m craving blood instead of normal food. What’s the point? She doesn’t believe I’m turning into a vampire. I sigh. I wonder how many times Nate has to suck my blood before the transformation is complete.
“It’s official. My life is over,” Danielle grumbles. “No boys are asking me out at all. I’ll be lucky if I ever date again. You’d think that they would’ve understood that I’m safe to go out with when that girl was murdered. I didn’t even know her.”
“We’ll be seen in public with you anyway,” Elizabeth jokes.
Danielle sighs. “At least you know you’re safe from harm, Cara.”
“Haven’t you heard? Nate turned himself into the bat. So she’s becoming a vampire now,” Elizabeth remarks. “So during gym, we’re going to play detective and go to his house to find out what he’s going to do next.”
“Wait a minute. How come you didn’t ask me to go along?” she demands. She crosses her arms and gives me a sharp look.
I blink in surprise. “I didn’t want to impose. I mean, you could get in trouble.”
“And it’s okay for me to get in trouble?” Elizabeth asks.
“No,” I give in. “Forget it. I’ll go alone.”
“Hey, I’d like to go,” Danielle protests.
“Really? That’d be great,” I eagerly agree.
“After how boring my life has become, I could use a little excitement,” Danielle says.
“You can be our lookout,” Elizabeth says. “In case he comes home early.”
“Oh, so now you want to come?” I raise my eyebrow at her.
“As ridiculous as all this is, I don’t want you two to do this without my help.”
Todd sits next to me at the table. “Hi.”
I blush. I really love being around him. “Hi, Todd.”
“You missed the big commotion last night,” Elizabeth informs him. She tells him about the bat and how we got in trouble. “So there’s not a vampire on the loose. It’s just a bat.”
“That’s her version,” I argue. “You’ve been doing some research on vampires. Vampires can turn into bats, can’t they?”
“According to folklore, they can,” he replies.
“See?” I pointedly state.
“You do look different today,” he comments. “It looks like you have a terminal illness.”
I’m beginning to feel like a freak. Everyone’s been telling me how awful I look all morning. “I’m turning into a vampire.”
He seems to consider my statement.
Danielle rolls her eyes. “If you believe that, I have some beach front property in North Dakota I’d like to sell you,” she tells Todd.
“The transformation into a vampire can take awhile. The vampire might need to drink your blood a few times before you actually become a vampire,” he responds.
“Exactly!” I exclaim.
“Do you think it’s wise to feed her delusions?” Elizabeth asks.
“Something is going on. Just look at her. You can’t really believe that an ordinary bat is going to make her look that bad,” he replies.
“Enough,” I interrupt. “I’m sitting right here.”
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to upset you. You are beautiful. It’s just that-”
“Never mind. I know I don’t look good today,” I state.
“Anyway, I came by to find out what happened last night,” he informs us. “I also wanted to tell you that vampires have marvelous hypnotic abilities.”
“Hypnosis, huh?” I reflect. “Maybe that’s what Nate did to my parents and me on Monday when he stopped by my house.”
“Oh, good grief,” Elizabeth mutters.
“He didn’t hypnotize you, so you remember it,” I point out to her.
“Okay. Even if he did hypnotize you and your parents, that doesn’t make him a vampire,” Danielle insists. “Anyone can practice hypnotism.”
“That’s true,” Elizabeth agrees. “Maybe he hypnotized Danielle and me into thinking we saw a bat.”
“You’ll look for anything to dismiss my vampire theory,” I sourly note. “Anyway, that still doesn’t explain what he’s up to.”
“That’s true too,” she acknowledges.
“He’s definitely doing something, and I would like to find out what it is,” I say. “Is there anything else we should know about vampires?”
“You can’t see their reflection in a mirror and the only surefire way to kill them is by driving a wooden stake through their heart,” he replies.
“There you go, Elizabeth and Danielle. Just get Nate near a mirror, and I’m sure you’ll realize he’s a vampire when you can’t see his reflection in it.”
The bell rings. Lunch period is over.
“Thanks, Todd. I really appreciate your help,” I say. Even if he doesn’t believe Nate is a vampire, at least he’s taking me seriously. Then again, Elizabeth and Danielle are “humoring” me by going to Nate’s house with me. I hope I can find something useful in his bedroom. It will be good if I can discover what I’m really up against.
Chapter Seventeen
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Evidence
Thankfully, the gym teacher lets me and Elizabeth go to the nurse’s office. I guess with the way I look, he must think I’m sick. Elizabeth and I meet Danielle standing by my mom’s car.
“How did you get out of class?” I ask. I unlock the doors so they can get into the car.
“I pretended I was my mom and called the office. I told the secretary that I had a family emergency,” she replies.
“How did you manage that?” Elizabeth straps on her seatbelt.
She grins. “I used my cell phone. Isn’t technology great?” As I drive to Nate’s house, Danielle asks me to drive by her house. “My parents are at work, so they won’t know I stopped by. I want to pick up our digital camera.”
“What for?” Elizabeth asks.
“I was thinking about it, and just in case Nate is hiding something, we can get a picture of it. That way, we’ll have proof. You never know. He could be the killer.”
“Now that I think about it, the murders did start shortly after he moved here,” Elizabeth reflects.
I stop the car in front of Danielle’s house. “Do you want us to go in with you?”
“No. I’ll only be a couple of minutes.” She jumps out of the car and runs into her house.
“Are you going to park in front of Nate’s house?” Elizabeth asks.
I pause. Would it be too suspicious if I parked in his driveway? “I’ll park on the street, but I’ll park close to a neighbor’s house. That way if he happens to come home while we’re there, he won’t get suspicious.”
“What will we do if he does come home while we’re snooping through his belongings?”
“We’ll figure something out in case it happens.” She’s ready to protest, but I insist, “There are many things that can go wrong while we’re there, so it’s pointless to even dwell on ‘what ifs’ until we have to.”
“Oh, alright.”
Danielle closes the door to her house and runs to the car. She quickly opens the door, hops in and shuts the door. “Okay. I’m ready. The memory card is ready to go.” She pats the digital camera. “Do you know how to work this kind of camera?”
“Of course, I do. Besides fishing, my dad’s hobby is digital photography,” I reply. “My dad won’t touch a 35MM camera anymore.”
“Good. Let’s go! I hate to admit it, but this is kind of exciting,” she admits.
I back the car out of her driveway and drive down the street.
“I have to agree with you on that one,” Elizabeth says. “I’d die if my parents found out what we’re doing though.”
“That’s part of the thrill,” Danielle responds. “After doing exactly what Justin wanted to do for so long, it’s nice to be able to run around and do whatever I please.”
“As long as you don’t harm yourself or anyone else,” I say. “I’m only doing this because I think my life’s in danger.”
She groans good-naturedly. “I know. Don’t worry, Mom. I’m not going to do anything dangerous.”
I park the car next to Nate’s house. It is a plain suburban house in an ordinary neighborhood. I sigh, disappointed. For some reason, I thought a vampire would live in a gothic-style house. I turn off the engine and put my keys in my pocket. “We have thirty minutes before we have to get back to school, so let’s not waste any time,” I comment after glancing at my watch.
“Here’s my camera,” Danielle says as she hands it to me. “Do you want me to wait outside by the front door?”
“That might be too obvious,” Elizabeth shakes her head. “Maybe you should wait by his bedroom window. It’s on the corner of the house.” She points to it. “If he comes home early, then you can casually walk up to the front door and pretend you’re selling something. That will buy me and Cara time to climb out of his window and escape to safety.”
“Good idea,” she agrees. “Oh, here’s a magazine order form on this seat. I’ll pretend I’m selling magazines.”
“If you do see him, tap on the bedroom window to warn us,” I add.
“Okay.”
We get out of the car. We walk up to the front door.
“How are we going to get into the house?” Elizabeth wonders.
“Let’s see if the door is locked first,” I answer. I turn the knob. It won’t budge. “Now we know it’s locked.”
Elizabeth giggles. “Brilliant, Sherlock.”
She’s nervous, I realize. She always giggles when she’s nervous. But my hands are shaking because I’m nervous too. I’ve never broken into someone’s house before. I have to do this. My life depends on it. “I did prepare for this.” I pull out a hairpin from my hair and tamper with the lock. Thankfully, he doesn’t have a deadbolt on the door.
“How did you learn to pick a lock?” Elizabeth gasps.
“My dad watches a lot of TV,” I reply. The door opens.
“I have a newfound respect for you,” Danielle says in awe. “I’ll be over at the window. Don’t be long.”
I lock the door behind us so that Nate won’t know someone broke into his house. “If we have to leave in a hurry, we’ll go through his bedroom window.” His bedroom window is at an angle where he won’t see us if he’s coming through the front door.
I don’t know what I expected the inside of his house to be like, except that I didn’t expect to see any parents. I’m right about the fact that he has no parents living in the house. The house is bare except for a few items of furniture, like a sofa and a chair. His bedroom is really the only room in the entire house that has anything of interest in it. Besides his twin size bed and desk and clothes, it is bare.
“Now do you think he’s a typical teenager?” I whisper to Elizabeth who is gazing at the place in open wonder.
“Alright. So he’s hiding something,” she admits. “That doesn’t necessarily make him a vampire.”
I sigh. If she is insistent in her denial of the facts, then let her be. Perhaps if she was the one he was after, she would take me more seriously. I head over to the desk and pull out one of the drawers. I gasp in shock.
“What is it? What did you find?” she demands as she rushes over to me. When she sees the piece of paper, she shakes her head. “Wow! You’re right about one thing. He’s definitely after you.”
My hands shake as I pick up the paper. It’s my family tree on my mother’s side, except it is going backwards. The name “Queen Evelyn” appears at the top, and next to it is her sister “Princess Fay”. They lived in the 1200s in Europe. From there, it tracks down all of Fay’s descendants. I briefly note that Daphne Smith’s name is on the list. My mom was telling me about Daphne. What was it that she was accused of back in the late 1600s? Oh yeah, it was witchcraft. But then she mysteriously disappeared before she was hung. Obviously, she went on to have a daughter because I see her daughter under her name. As I scan the rest of the list, I note a few other familiar names until I come to my mom’s name and then my own. I shiver despite the heat in the room.
“You’ll want to take a picture of that,” Elizabeth says.
“Right,” I comment, feeling dazed. I take a few pictures in case one of them is blurry. That’s the beauty of digital photography. You never have to waste a single picture. At least, that’s what my dad likes so much about it.
“Hey, isn’t this your necklace?” She lifts up a necklace with a gold heart and inside that heart is a small diamond in the center of it. “Wasn’t this a gift from your mom?”
“Yes, it is.” I take it from her, amazed and scared. “How did he end up with it?”
“You didn’t give it to him?”
“No. Unless...” I blink several times. A suppressed memory flashes through my mind. Nate asked me if I had any jewelry, and I told him I had rings, bracelets and necklaces. He said he preferred necklaces, so I gave him my favorite one. “I gave it to him on Monday, when he came over. I remember part of that night now.”
“What does he want with that necklace?”
“I don’t know. He never said why he wanted it, and at the time, it didn’t even matter why he wanted it. Just knowing he wanted it was all I needed to know. I can’t explain it, but it was as if I would have done anything he wanted me to do.”
“I have to admit that this is getting more and more bizarre all the time.”
I secretly agree with her. I put it back in the second drawer where she found it.
“Don’t you want it back?” she asks.
“Of course, I do. But if I take it, he’ll know I was here.”
She nods.
We continue sorting through the drawers in his desk.
“This might be something,” she says.
I glance at what she found on her side of the desk. “What is it?”
“Pictures. A lot of pictures,” she whispers.
“So what? There’s nothing odd about that.”
“Not unless these are pictures of you and your relatives.”
I gasp as I look in the drawer. Some pictures are old, but some are new. I try not to panic when I see a picture of me that was in last year’s school yearbook. How long has he known about me? What does he want from me? My fingers brush the marks on my neck. Why does he want me to become a vampire? I take a closer look at the other pictures. I wonder if these are my ancestors.
While I sort through the pictures, Elizabeth taps me on the shoulder. “I don’t know if this is important, but check this out.”
I glance over at the hardcover book in her hand. Curious, I put the pictures down and watch her as she opens the book. The pages are faded with time, and the scribbling must be Nate’s handwriting. I blink several times, but I quickly give up trying to decipher what it says.
“It looks like a formula,” she finally comments. “Pages and pages of equations. Look at all of this.”
“I wonder what he’s working on.”
“I just noticed something strange about this room.”
“What?”
“There aren’t any mirrors.”
I glance around the room. Sure enough, there are no mirrors.
“I don’t know why, but I feel like I stepped into another time.” She takes a deep breath and shrugs. “It’s probably nothing.”
“No,” I argue. “This whole house feels older than it really is. That’s because Nate is older than we think he is.”
“This place is starting to give me the creeps.”
Suddenly we hear urgent tapping on the window.
I quickly put the pictures back and shut the drawer. Elizabeth puts everything else back and shuts the rest of the drawers.
“Oh hi,” Danielle yells at Nate. “I didn’t expect to see you again. We met last Saturday at the fair, remember?”
Good, Danielle. Keep him occupied.
We run to the window and I push it up. “Do you mind walking to the school from here? I’m sure he’s seen my mom’s car out there. I have to make it look like I came to visit him.”
“School isn’t far from here,” she replies. “You aren’t going to do anything stupid, are you?”
“I hope not.”
She rolls her eyes.
“It all depends on whether or not he’s going to hypnotize me again,” I clarify.
After we climb out the window, she runs toward the school. I inch along the side of his house and peer around the corner so I can see the front door.
“But these magazines are awesome!” Danielle pleads with Nate who is opening the front door.
“No. I’m not interested. Just leave me alone,” he snaps and slams the door on her face.
I grimace. I can’t believe I ever entertained the idea of dating someone so rude. Just as she’s ready to knock on the door, I say, “Psst” and wave to her.
As soon as she notices me, she sighs. She races over to me. “Thank goodness you got out of there in time.”
“Elizabeth’s on her way back to school. I don’t want him to catch her here in case he sees me go to the car, but if I drive out of here without him noticing, then I’ll pick her up along the way back there. I think you should go too. Here’s your camera. I got some good pictures on it. I’ll tell you more about it later. You need to go. If he knows you’re in this with me, he might start attacking you too.”
She shakes her head and widens her eyes. She never bargained for that, I realize.
“Go,” I insist.
Without another word, she quickly walks away.
Taking a deep breath, I skip over to the next door neighbor’s lawn and stroll over to my mom’s car. So far, so good. Just act casual.
“Cara? Is that you?” Nate calls out.
Chapter Eighteen
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A Powerful Illusion
I freeze. Slowly, I turn around. Oh no. Nate is walking toward me. How much did he see? Does he realize I was snooping around in his bedroom? Am I in big trouble now? Vampires wouldn’t attack someone in a public place, in broad daylight, would they? I glance around me in dismay. Why isn’t anyone else outside? It’s just my luck that Nate lives in a neighborhood where people mind each other’s business.
“Hi, Nate,” I greet, trying to sound casual. “I didn’t know you lived here.” Okay, so it’s a lie. But the last thing I want to do is raise his suspicions. If he knew I was sneaking around in his house, who knows what he’d do?
He gives me a charming smile. “What are you doing here?”
“Oh, I had to stop by and drop off something for my mom to that person over there.” I point to the house next to his.
“Mr. and Mrs. Duncan are nice people. If you’d like, you’re welcome to come into my house for awhile. It’d be great to see you again.”
I start to say no, but then I realize that since he thinks I like him, I should play along. “Sure.” I follow him to his front door.
“My mom’s been dying to see you,” he says.
Is he crazy? I know his parents don’t live here. As soon as I enter the house, my jaw drops. I was just in this house, and I only saw a few pieces of outdated furniture. What I see now is a friendly and inviting atmosphere. It is the typical home. A white plush couch and loveseat with blue diamonds imprinted on them compliment the light blue carpet. There is a large TV, two light brown end tables and a larger table in front of the couch. There is a yellow blanket lying across the arm of a white soft chair. Even the kitchen now has an oak table and chairs in the middle of it. A coffee pot, microwave, and paper towel holder sit on the kitchen counter. Magnets adorn the refrigerator. I examine the magnets in open curiosity. Unlike the pictures of me and my ancestors he has hidden in his desk drawer, the pictures on the refrigerator must be him as a kid. I also see an adult man and woman who must be his parents.
“Are you Cara?” a woman asks me.
Startled, I turn away from the refrigerator. “Uh...yeah,” I dumbly reply. Who is this woman and where did she come from? I glance at Nate who gives me an encouraging smile.
“I’m Nate’s mother,” she kindly says. “Nate’s told me so much about you.” Her smile is infectious, and I find myself drawn to her. She’s warm and friendly. “Would you like to sit down in the living room?”
I nod. “Sure.”
“I’ll get us some blood to drink,” Nate comments as if he were discussing the weather.
I look at him. Did I hear him right?
His mother leads me to the couch and sits next to me. “So, you and Nate met through Elizabeth and Brad?”
“Yes. Elizabeth is my friend.”
“Here’s a glass of blood,” Nate offers.
I jump away from the glass of red liquid in horror.
“Blood is good for you. There’s life in it,” his mother sweetly states.
“You like blood. It tastes so refreshing,” he whispers.
I try to protest, but his voice is soothing and his eyes look deeply into mine. I feel as if I am drowning in them. Why was I resisting the blood? I can’t remember, and suddenly it seems like the most natural thing in the world to drink some blood. I take the glass and take a sip. My eyes widen in surprise. Blood tastes amazingly good. Relieved that my appetite has returned, I eagerly drink some more.
He smiles. “You must have been thirsty.” He sits in the chair which is next to the couch.
I shrug. “Oh, well, it’s been a long day.”
“Do you tell Elizabeth everything?” his mother wonders.
“Excuse me?” I respond. Why would she ask something so personal? Then it occurs to me that this isn’t real. His mother isn’t really in front of me. Somehow, he’s giving me an illusion. It sure is a convincing one.
“Mom, you can be embarrassing,” he chides, chuckling. “Don’t mind her,” he tells me.
My mind rushes through the situation. If his mom isn’t real, who am I talking to? Suddenly his mother vanishes for a brief second. I blink. She’s back now.
“I’m sorry. I just think it’s nice for people to have someone they can confide in,” she explains.
She’s not real, I repeat to myself. Soon her image begins to fade.
“Anyway, do you have any hobbies?” her voice asks.
I glance at Nate, startled. He asked the question, but he made it sound like it came from someone sitting right next to me. He’s pretending to be his mother, I realize with dread. Illusions. I’m surrounded by lies. I take a deep breath. I can’t let him know I’ve figured this out. “I like to read,” I slowly reply. I act like I’m talking to his mother, although it’s not easy. I have to fight the urge to run out of this house of horrors.
“That’s wonderful,” she responds.
Nate doesn’t even move his lips. How is he doing this? I cringe. He’s sending me these images and thoughts. Even though I’m not really having a conversation with anyone, he’s invaded my mind enough so that I believe I am.
“May I ask why you decided to move here?” I politely ask. Maybe if I can get him to focus on keeping up the charade, I can figure out what is real and what’s not in this place.
I half-heartedly listen to him ramble off his answer. Mostly, I force my eyes to see what is really going on around me. The illusion of the friendly atmosphere in the living room begins to fade. At first, the images flicker, but the more I concentrate on the distortion between illusion and reality, the easier it is for me to tell the difference. The loveseat, the end tables, and the TV disappear. The white sofa I’m sitting on becomes a worn out beige sofa. The white chair Nate is sitting on becomes a tattered old dark brown chair.
“What do you think of Ohio, Nate?” I sweetly ask him.
“It’s great. I got lucky because I got to meet you,” he shyly remarks.
I act like I’m flattered. What a liar, I sourly think. Everything he’s done and said has been nothing but lies. I make eye contact with him and for a moment, the illusion returns.
His mother leans toward me and says, “I should go and let you two talk.” She stands up and walks to another room.
It’s not real, I remind myself. The images fade quickly this time.
“She’s wonderful,” I tell him. I figure I have to say something.
“Thank you,” he replies.
That’s when I notice my drink. It’s no longer blood. It’s clear. Tentatively, I take a sip of it. It’s water. Why does he want me to think I’m drinking blood? Is this his way of playing mind games with me? I already know he’s a vampire. Is he trying to convince me that I’ll enjoy being one? I glance at his glass and notice it still has red liquid in it. A momentary shiver races up my spine.
Suddenly, the phone rings, and Nate gets up to answer it.
I mutter a “thank goodness” and relax for a moment.
“It’s your mom,” Nate informs me.
“Oh,” I say in surprise. I hand him the glass and take the phone. “Mom?” How does she know I’m here?
“This is your ‘get out of that psycho’s house’ card,” Danielle declares.
“I didn’t realize Nate lived next door to your friend,” I say so that Nate doesn’t catch onto Danielle’s ploy. Thank you so much, Danielle!
“Find some excuse and get out of there,” Elizabeth orders.
“Okay, okay. I’ll come home.” I roll my eyes and hung up the phone. “Parents worry way too much.”
“I’m glad you were able to stop by, even if it was by chance,” he states.
A chilling thought occurs to me. Does he believe my story about going to drop something off at his neighbor’s house? Maybe he knows that I came by to snoop around his house, but he’s letting me believe he accepts my coincidental appearance at his place. Just like I’m pretending to believe I spoke with his mother...
I shake my head. I can’t afford to think this way. I have to continue playing along. If I don’t, something bad will happen.
“I won’t keep you here then,” he comments.
“I’ll see you later,” I reply as I walk to the front door.
“How about tonight?”
I pause, my hand on the doorknob. “Tonight?”
“Yes. Is it alright if I stop by around seven?”
No, I think. Last time he stopped by, I didn’t remember it. But I can’t tell him that. Unable to come up with an adequate excuse, I finally give in. “That will be fine.”
“Great! I’ll see you then.
I walk to my mom’s car with a sense of dread. What am I going to do about tonight? How can I protect myself from him?
Chapter Nineteen
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My Family Tree
By the time I get home, I’m in trouble. I stayed too long at Nate’s. I don’t get home until a half hour after school, and the secretary at the school notified my mom that I skipped my last two classes.
“I can’t believe you played hooky from school. Is this how your father and I raised you?” she fumes as she paces back and forth in the living room.
I quietly sit on the couch. What can I say? She would think I was crazy if I told her what I was doing. So I listen to her ramble on about how disrespectful I’m being.
“I hate to do this. You have always been a good daughter,” my mom begins, “but I’m going to have to ground you for two months. I was just going to ground you for two weeks, but skipping class is extreme. You will be doing your regular chores without getting paid for them too.” She pauses for a moment. Suddenly, she asks, “Why did you do it, Cara?”
“Okay. I’ll tell you.” I won’t tell her about Nate being a vampire. She would never believe that one. “I think Nate is the murderer, so I went to his house to search for evidence.”
“You what?”
“Well, I had to do it during school hours so that he wouldn’t be home.”
“I...What makes you think that he’s the killer?” She stumbles through her words. She looks so shocked. Of all the explanations I could have given her, this must have been the last one she expected to hear.
“The murders didn’t start until he moved here,” I say.
“But that could be a coincidence.”
“Maybe, but I don’t trust him. There’s something suspicious about him.”
“He’s a nice boy.”
“Sure. He seems that way.” I consider my next statement carefully. Okay, so she might freak out if I tell her, but I have to let her know what I found out. “Mom, he has our family tree and photographs of our ancestors in his bedroom.”
She frowns.
I know she doesn’t believe me. “I took pictures of it with Danielle’s digital camera. Once Danielle emails me the pictures, I can show you.”
“Why would he be interested in our family history?”
“I don’t know. That’s what I want to find out. Mom, I even found a picture of me in his desk. I never gave him my picture.”
“He could have gotten that from your friend. Didn’t Elizabeth fix you up? Maybe she gave him your picture so he’d know what you looked like.”
Does she have to rationalize everything? “Can I at least check my email and see if Danielle sent me those pictures?”
“Alright, but don’t chat with her. I don’t want you talking to any of your friends tonight.”
“Does that mean if anyone comes over to see me, you won’t let them in?” I ask hopefully.
“Exactly.”
Whew! I won’t have to see Nate tonight after all. “Thank, Mom! You’re the best.” I give her a big hug and run off to the office.
“I’m trying to punish you. Don’t enjoy this,” she yells.
I grin. Having a solid excuse to not deal with Nate anymore is a great relief. I log onto my email account and eagerly open the pictures. Thank goodness for technology. I save the pictures and put them into my folder titled ‘Cara’s pictures’.
“Did she send the pictures you took?” my mom asks.
I glance up from the computer, surprised. “Yes. Do you want to see them?”
“Actually, I do. It was wrong for you to break into his house. I don’t want you to think that I agree with that.” She pulls up a chair and sits next to me.
“I know, Mom. I promise that I won’t do that again.”
“Good.”
I open up the first picture. It is the one I took of my ancestral line. I briefly note that my mom gasps in surprise. I would glow with satisfaction if the situation wasn’t so grim.
“This dates back to 1230 AD,” she whispers in amazement.
“And unlike your family tree, he’s working from 1230 to the present. You’re working from the present to the past.”
“He did seem unusually interested in my research.”
“That’s right. He did. He must have been comparing the names to make sure he got the right person.”
“You mean, he’s after you?”
“He must be.”
“I don’t like this at all. He sounds like the type of guy who would stalk you.”
Or turn me into a vampire, I silently add.
“I did find out more about Daphne Smith,” she says. “She was unjustly accused of being a witch at the New Salem Witch Trials. On the day she was scheduled to be hung, she escaped from prison and ran to a small town in Virginia. From there, she met and married Tim Jones, and they had one daughter. Nate even has this on the family tree.” She shook her head. “This has just saved me months of research. Look at all of our ancestors!”
“Mom!”
“Oh, I’m sorry, sweetheart. I got a little excited to see so much of our family tree done.”
“Whatever Nate is doing, it all starts with Queen Evelyn and her sister Fay. Can you tell me how to find out what happened to them?”
“Of course. This is going to take awhile, so I’ll grab something to drink. Do you want anything?”
“No. I’m not in the mood for a drink.” I shiver at the memory of Nate’s blood.
Several hours pass. I read through some passages of historical text my mom finds on the Internet, and she reads through some books she finds in our house. Finally, we stumble upon the fact that Evelyn married a man named Nathaniel Shedrick who was a king of a small, poor country. Apparently, he married Evelyn for her dowry, for she came from a wealthy Irish family. Nathaniel murdered her to get full rights to her money, and he was later banished from his throne by Evelyn’s father who sent an army to destroy him for killing his daughter. I recognize Nate’s name immediately of course. Somewhere in his time period, he became a vampire. But how, when, and why?
Fay later denied her royal lineage and married a peasant. From there, our family lost all rights to a royal throne. Fay spent the remainder of her days fleeing from one country to another. It was as if she was running away from something...or someone. Nate was coming after her. Fay had one daughter and four sons. Shortly after her daughter was born, Fay sent her children to live with distant relatives, and from there, her children seemed to have disappeared from the face of the Earth.
So Nate murdered Evelyn, and for some reason, he must have tried to kill Fay. Why? Fay was poor. A shiver runs up my spine. Maybe it has something to do with why he’s after me now. He’s not trying to kill me. He’s trying to turn me into a vampire. But why? And will I find out before it’s too late?
Chapter Twenty
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Losing Todd
At seven, Nate rings the doorbell. I hide in my bedroom. I figure my mom will simply tell him that he cannot see me and I’ll be off the hook. But it doesn’t work out that way. My mom knocks on my bedroom door. “Nate’s here to see you.”
“I thought I couldn’t see anyone tonight,” I remind her.
“Oh that. You made plans with Nate before I made that rule, so I’ll let you see him.”
I start to argue with her when it occurs to me that she’s under his spell. I bet she won’t even remember his coming by after he leaves. She had called the police, but the police wanted proof. Since she didn’t have it, all she could do was promise that she wouldn’t let him in the house. But Nate’s hypnotic ability is more powerful than her desire to protect me.
“I’ll be there,” I respond. I put down my book and walk down to the living room. I notice that my parents are in another room. Whatever Nate wants, he wants to do it in private. “Hi,” I greet, hoping I sound casual.
I stand awkwardly by the couch. I don’t want to ask him to sit down because I don’t want him to stay long, but there’s something in the way he’s looking at me that draws me to him. The only way I can adequately describe how I’m feeling is to say that it is as if my brain has suddenly become foggy. I try to fight it, but it’s no use. He has a certain magnetism about him that is extremely hard to resist. When he reaches out to touch my hand, I no longer want to resist him.
“Do you have a pair of scissors?” he asks.
Under ordinary circumstances, I would have thought his question was a strange one, but in this case, it makes perfect sense. Why does it make sense? I’m not sure, except to say that whatever he wants is my primary concern. “Yes, the scissors are in the kitchen.” I go to the kitchen, take the scissors out of one of the drawers, and give it to him.
“Come to me,” he whispers in a seductive voice.
I obey. Why am I doing this? It’s as if I’ve been robbed of my self-will. A sense of dread washes over me. He is controlling me, and I can’t figure out how to stop him from doing it.
He takes a lock of my hair and snips it off. He tucks the lock of hair into his jean’s pocket. “Soon, things will be the way they were meant to be.” He smiles, and his fingers gently stroke my cheek.
I close my eyes. His lips brush against mine. Then the kiss deepens and I wrap my arms around his neck. There is something intoxicating in his kiss, and I crave more of it. When the kiss comes to an end, I stand still, breathless. I don’t know how much time has passed as I stand there, eyes closed, eagerly waiting for him to kiss me again. Time has lost all meaning to me. The world encompasses only me and him. Nothing else matters.
“I need to go now, but I will see you soon,” he softly says. He squeezes my shoulders and turns to the door.
I blink in surprise. Why is he leaving?
He glances over his shoulder and smiles at me. “You have no idea how much I appreciate what you’re doing for me.” Then he opens the door and closes it behind him.
The fog lifts from my mind and I can think clearly. What just happened?
Before I have time to reflect on my strange encounter with Nate, the doorbell rings. Curious, I walk to it and open it. “Todd! Hi!”
“I was driving home from work and when I saw Nate enter your house, I thought you were in trouble, so I came over to protect you. But it looks like I’ve been played for a fool,” he grimly says.
“I don’t understand what just happened. It’s as if I was a robot and Nate was pushing my buttons. Do vampires have that ability?”
“You’re amazing.”
I raise my eyebrow. From the way he said that, I know he doesn’t mean it as a compliment.
“I just want you to know that what you are doing is cruel,” he finally says and turns away.
“Wait! Todd, what is this about?” I follow him down the walkway.
He stops walking and faces me. “I saw you in there. Kissing him.”
Kissing him? I struggle to remember it. Then the image flashes through my mind. “Oh no. It’s not what you think. I didn’t know what I was doing.”
He rolls his eyes. “How can you not know you’re kissing someone? You know what? I don’t care. I’m not interested in this anymore. But I will tell you something. It doesn’t hurt me that you were kissing another guy. It’s not like we are an exclusive couple or anything. What hurts me is that you told me all these lies about him being a vampire. I actually believed you. I admit, at first I didn’t, but you seemed so scared. And all I could think of was that I needed to watch out for you.”
“What you saw isn’t what really happened. You’re the one I care about.”
“Enough, alright? Don’t insult my intelligence by telling me any more lies.” He shakes his head and stomps to his car.
I could follow him, but what’s the point? He won’t believe anything I say. He thinks Nate and I have been playing a trick on him all this time. I watch him drive away and sigh in despair. As much as I love to wallow in self-pity, I can’t afford it. Although no one believes me, Nate is a vampire and he’s coming back soon to finish making me one. I have to find out what he’s up to before it’s too late. My life depends on it.
Chapter Twenty-One
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The Curse Begins
I have to take the bus to school the next day as part of my punishment for cutting class to go to Nate’s home yesterday.
“Although I think there is something suspicious about Nate, I don’t want you to skip any more classes, and this is the only way I can make sure this happens,” my mom explains after she tells me that I won’t be able to drive her car for the next two weeks.
I hate riding the school bus, but I don’t have a choice. I sit next to Elizabeth. “I’ll get to drive my mom’s car in two weeks,” I tell her.
“I’m just glad you got out of Nate’s house before something bad happened. Danielle and I were starting to wonder if he killed you. He gives me the creeps.”
“Did you mention anything to Brad about him?”
“I just told him that the murders started shortly after Nate moved here, so it’s reasonable to conclude that Nate is the killer.”
“How did Brad take that?”
“He thinks I’m overreacting. Of course, he would think that. They’re best friends.”
“I hope that this isn’t causing any problems between you and Brad,” I say. Elizabeth and Brad make a nice couple. It would be awful to see them break up over this, especially since Nate is bad news.
“Brad is upset because I asked him not to bring Nate to my house anymore, but at least he accepts it.”
The bus stops at the end of another block and Todd gets on the bus. As he passes us, he refuses to look at me. He walks past us and sits in the back.
“Whoa! Did you feel that ice storm pass through,” she asks.
“He caught me kissing Nate last night,” I reply.
“What?”
“Nate came over to my house last night at seven, and he took a lock of my hair. Then he kissed me.”
“I’m confused. Why did you kiss him?”
“That’s just it. I didn’t intentionally kiss him. It’s hard to explain, but he controlled my thoughts and actions.”
“Alright,” she slowly responds. “I don’t understand how he can control you like that, but the fact remains that you kissed him. How did Todd find out?”
“He saw Nate enter my house and came up to the door to make sure Nate didn’t hurt me. So he saw us kissing through the window of the door. I tried to explain the situation, but he didn’t believe me.”
“Cara, I know you honestly think Nate is a vampire and that he can take over your thoughts, but I have to agree with Todd on this one. The idea that you can kiss Nate against your will is hard to accept.”
What’s hard to accept is that I’m the only one who knows the truth and everyone else is calling me a liar. I can understand why they find my statements unbelievable. If this was happening to someone else, I wouldn’t believe it either. So I try not to take offense at Elizabeth’s comments. At least she’s doing everything she can to help me out.
The bus pulls up in front of the school and comes to a stop. We stand up. A couple of other students bump against me as they gather their books and get in line to get off the bus. I groan. This is why I hate going to school on the bus.
As we enter the school, Danielle runs up to us. “Oh good. You’re here! Cara, I discovered something that might help you.”
“What is it?” I ask.
“I did some research on the name Nate Shedrick, and his name keeps popping up throughout history. It’s so odd because his name first appears around 1225. His name appears as Nathaniel, and he was the prince of a poor country. He became a king when he got married in 1248, but he lost his kingdom in a war because he murdered his wife.”
“Evelyn. She’s my ancestor.”
She nods. “That’s where your family is involved in it. Anyway, Evelyn’s father got so mad over his daughter’s death that he waged a war on Nate and his kingdom. Of course, Nate lost the war. And legend is that Nate found a way to cheat death, and he continued to search for the descendants of Fay’s line in order to kill them. He wants revenge for having his kingdom destroyed. I had to find this under myths and legends.”
“You think this is the same Nathaniel that we’re dealing with now?” Elizabeth asks.
“I think he is, but I was more concerned about whether he’s the killer or not. I got him to touch the magazine pamphlet I had, and I managed to get his fingerprints. Then I took it to my mom’s cousin’s friend who’s a cop. I asked him to run it through that thing police use when tracking down criminals. I thought if Nate is the killer, then we could link him up to the murders of the other students in the area.”
“That’s a great idea,” Elizabeth says, obviously impressed.
“I thought so too.” She grins. “But it didn’t work. Nate’s record is clean. There’s no way we can say he’s the killer.”
“Oh.” I sigh, disappointed. So that means Nate is still on the loose. I shiver. He’s still free to stalk his prey. “Okay. So there’s no proof he’s the killer.”
Proof is one thing, but I know he’s the killer. The problem is, how do I prove it?
Chapter Twenty-Two
![]()
Daphne Smith’s Diary
During my classes, my mind isn’t on the lectures. I usually enjoy listening to my teachers because they are great teachers, but today my mind keeps replaying everything Danielle told me. I write my thoughts down in my notebook. I figure the teachers will think I’m taking notes, and since I sit toward the back of the classrooms, it’s easy to get away with this.
“Evelyn married Nate,” I write. “He married her for her money but was unable to gain exclusive access to it until her death, so he killed her. So Nate likes money. After he killed Evelyn, her dad found out. In retaliation, he sent his army after Nate and Nate’s kingdom. Of course, Nate lost. Then somewhere along the way, Nate became a vampire.”
I pause. How did he become a vampire? I shrug. I may never be able to explain every detail of Nate’s past. I continue writing. “So Nate is a vampire now. For some reason, Fay, Evelyn’s sister, spent the rest of her life moving all over the place. She even gave her children up for adoption. I think Nate was trying to transform Fay and her children into vampires. But why? That’s what I need to find out. Okay. So Fay managed to escape him, and apparently, her children did too. At one point, he must have found Daphne Smith. She was accused of being a witch.”
That is where I stop writing. During my lunch hour, I go to the library and do some Internet research on Daphne Smith. Why did people think she was a witch? I know there was a lot of hysteria during that time, and many innocent people were hung for being witches. After thirty minutes of frustrating dead ends, I finally come across something interesting. It’s supposed to be Daphne Smith’s diary that someone recovered after a fire at her residence in New Salem. Few people know about this diary because it was hidden by her friend. Her friend passed it onto her descendants, and now one of her descendants decided to put Daphne’s entries up on the Internet.
“I’m glad I live in the age of technology,” I mutter.
I quickly print out the twenty pages. I will have to read them at home. Lunch hour has officially ended.
The rest of the day drags on. All I can think about is reading Daphne’s diary. There was a reason she was accused of witchcraft, and maybe this will explain it. By the time I get home, I say a quick hello to my mom, run into the office, and pull the pages I had printed at the library out of my backpack.
“Where’s the fire?” my mom jokes as she enters the room.
“I found Daphne Smith’s diary. At least, that’s what it’s supposed to be.”
“Really? I’m so pleased you’re taking an interest in our family tree.” She smiles and sits next to me. “Do you mind if I read it too?”
“Not at all. It starts on August 22, 1692. That’s a month before she was supposed to be hung.”
We read her entries. Daphne was sixteen, and she was engaged to be married to someone named Matthew Jenkins. She met another young man shortly before she was accused of being a witch.
“His name is Nathaniel,” she wrote. “I was at the edge of town because I said good-bye to Matthew who will be in New York for three weeks. That is where I met Nathaniel. He had just arrived on his horse. He was alone. He asked me my name and a bit about the town. I could not talk to him for long and left shortly after that.”
My mom shakes her head. “I must admit that Nathaniel is a popular name.”
What good would it be to tell her that this is Nate? She would never believe me.
I continue to read Daphne’s entries about Nate. “He does not speak of family or friends. I do not know where he came from or what compelled him to come to New Salem. All I know is that he is the most intriguing man I have ever met. But I am promised to another. Even so, Nate’s eyes haunt me. They hold so much sorrow and loneliness. He is different somehow. Who can dare penetrate his secret?”
One week before Matthew was due to return to New Salem, she wrote, “The people might think I am a witch if I meet Nathaniel tonight. I no longer care what they think. All I can think about is being with him. I should be ashamed of such thoughts. I don’t want anyone to know about him. I can’t risk talking to him in public. I must see him tonight at the edge of town where we first met. We will be alone. Then we can reveal our feelings to each other.”
The next day, she wrote, “No one will believe me. How can I explain it? They will think I am a witch. I know they will. I am a condemned woman. I met Nathaniel last night. I was drawn to him. He stood alone, as always. My heart pounded as I walked up to him. He turned to face me. A tiny smile formed on his lips, showing the dimples on his pale cheeks. We didn’t say anything to each other. I looked into his eyes, hypnotized by their power. His hand cupped the side of my face as he leaned forward to kiss me. My body sung with joy as our lips met. No one ever kissed me that way before. I was overwhelmed by my sudden helplessness as he wrapped me protectively in his arms. I would have done anything for him. He was mine and I was his. No one would ever come between us. When our kiss ended, I slowly opened my eyes. In that moment, I saw him for what he really was. His mouth opened wide as he bore his fangs. My love is a vampire.”
I gasp. My dream. This was the dream that I had earlier this past year. Seven months I dreamt the same thing. I know this dream inside and out. It was based on Daphne’s experience. My dream was a premonition. It was a warning.
“Well, this is obviously a work of fiction,” my mother says, sighing in disappointment. “That’s too bad. It would have been nice to have something concrete to keep from her. I’m going to cook dinner.”
I watch her leave the room. I know it’s true. As I continue to read her entries, I find out she got vampire marks on her neck that night, and as soon as people realized she was pale, they immediately suspected she was a witch. When her trial started, Matthew returned to New Salem.
“I debated whether or not to tell him the truth,” she wrote. “The town has not decided if I am a witch or not. Poor Matthew. When he came to see me, I had to tell him what happened. If I have to die, then he should know the truth. I do not want him to mourn my death. I had disregarded him so I could be with Nathaniel. Matthew was understandably upset. He ended our engagement. I do not blame him. I would have done the same if it were me. Now I am lonesome.”
I know how she feels. I think of Todd’s reaction when he saw me kiss Nate. Pushing aside my personal feelings, I continue to read her account of getting bitten again. “I do not know how Nathaniel got into my house or how he bit me again. This time the people put me in prison. I tell them the truth this time. They do not believe me. They accuse me of witchcraft, and they consider this to be my confession. Only one person dares to visit me. She is my friend, Rachel. She brings me food and slips me pieces of paper so I can write this down. I am giving her my journal. She promises that she will get the word out somehow. The truth must be known. I am innocent. I will be vindicated.”
Then on September 21, she wrote her last entry. “Rachel is going to help me escape. She is the only one who believes me. I am so grateful to her. If I manage to escape, then I will go to Virginia. I have to hide from Nathaniel. I know he will turn me into a vampire if he can. He’s due back tonight. That is why I must leave tonight. One way or another, I will not die tomorrow. Either I will succeed in my escape or Nathaniel will turn me into a vampire. But there is no way the people of New Salem will get the chance to hang me.”
That is the end of her diary. I know that Daphne was engaged to Matthew Jenkins before she met Nate. But when she fell under Nate’s spell, Matthew ended their engagement. She did go to Virginia, but she ended up meeting and marrying Tim Jones because that is the name of the man in my genealogy.
Maybe Elizabeth is right. Maybe I need a wooden stake to kill him.
I throw the twenty pages of Daphne’s diary in the air and start to cry. A wooden stake through his heart? How can I possibly do that? He has the ability to hypnotize me. I couldn’t resist him last night. I never wanted to kiss him, but it happened. I know he got a lock of my hair, but I can’t even remember giving him the scissors that I found on the coffee table after he left. I am fighting a losing battle. I might as well give into my fate. I will become a vampire. No one believes me, and the one person who does thinks I betrayed him. My friends did their best to help me. They think that Nate is the killer in the town, but they can’t imagine he’s a vampire. My mom has seen proof but refuses to see it. I am all alone. And I am doomed.
Chapter Twenty-Three
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Doomed
By the time dinner is ready, I have stopped crying. If I continue to wallow in self-pity, I am doomed to become a vampire. I have to do my best to defeat Nate. It is the only hope I have. So what do I know? The one surefire way to beat him is to drive a stake through his heart. That means I need to find a piece of wood and trim it down so it has a sharp point at one end. During dinner, I tell my parents about my findings, but they refuse to believe me.
My mom sighs. “I agree that Nate is suspicious, but vampires don’t exist. It’s not fair for you to make these accusations. And if Nate was over here last night, we would have known about it.”
“But he was here. You just don’t remember it because he hypnotized you,” I argue.
“Do you actually believe those crazy tales?”
“He’s obviously not the killer,” my dad intervenes. “If the police can’t link him to the murders with his fingerprints, then he’s innocent.”
“He’s a clever vampire,” I say. “Let’s face it. He’s had centuries of experience.”
“That’s enough, Cara. If I hear one more think about Nate being a vampire or that he’s out to attack you, I’m going to forbid you to send out any emails for the rest of the evening.”
I keep silent for the rest of the meal. I’ve been forbidden to talk to anyone on the phone for a week already. I don’t want to add to that long list of punishments I got for cutting class. Emailing Elizabeth and Danielle is the only way I can communicate with them after school.
“Am I allowed out of the house?” I ask them after dinner.
“Where do you want to go?” my dad asks. He sets aside his coffee on the counter.
“Out to the backyard.”
“Oh, well that is fine. I thought you wanted to go to a friend’s house.”
“What’s in the backyard?” my mom wonders.
“I have a project due for class. I have to make something out of a tree branch,” I lie.
“Do you need any help? I’m pretty good at wood carving,” my dad offers.
“No thanks.” I shake my head. “I want to do this myself.”
After helping them clear off the table, I go to the garage to get the handsaw we have. I never thought I would use this thing, but I’m glad we have it because I need it now. I pick up the handsaw and go outside. I walk to the large tree in the yard. I’m going to need a thick branch. I want to make sure that the branch is strong enough to penetrate his heart. I grimace at the gruesome thought. Will this make me a murderer? No. Self-defense is not murder. I find that perfect branch, but I will have to climb the tree to get it. I take a deep breath. I’m going to have to be careful.
I keep a firm grip on the handsaw while I slowly climb the tree. I grab onto a branch and swing up on that branch. This process takes longer than I thought it would, and by the time I am next to the branch I want to cut, I am higher off the ground than I thought I would be. These branches never look this high up when you’re on the ground looking up at the tree, I sourly note. I hope I can get down as easily as I got up.
I secure my footing on the branch I’m on and reach out with the handsaw and start sawing into the branch next to me. It’s a lot harder to cut it than I thought it would be, but I manage to keep a steady rhythm of the sawing. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see that the branch is nearly off the tree. Almost there!
Just as I saw the final part of the branch, I slip. The handsaw flies out of my hand and lands on the ground. Since I had balanced so much of my weight on the saw, which I admit was a big mistake, the rest of my body flings forward so that I fall off the branch I was on. I grab onto the nearest branch. The branch I had been cutting breaks loose and it hits me as it tumbles to the ground. I blink out the fragments of bark get into my eyes.
I glance down. If I jump, I’ll probably break my arm or leg. I can’t fight Nate if I break a bone. I search for a branch under my feet that will support my weight. My feet brush against two good-sized branches, but I can’t get a firm hold on them. “Come on!” I order my feet as I desperately try to get them to rest on the two branches. Sweat trickles down my forehead. I wish I had thought this whole tree climbing thing through before I attempted it!
“Cara, I’m going to get you out of there!” my dad yells. “Stay where you are and don’t move.”
Startled, I almost lose my grip, but I manage to hold on. Below me, I see my parents and Todd. My dad sets a ladder against the tree and tests it to make sure it’s sturdy. My mom and Todd watch my dad’s progress as he climbs the ladder. Thank goodness, I think with great relief as my dad grabs me and carries me down the ladder.
I’m so glad to be back on the ground that I give my dad a big hug. “Thank you, Dad.”
“We had no idea that you were going to climb a tree,” my mom says, shaking her head. “If Todd hadn’t told us you were in trouble, then you would have fallen and broken a bone.”
“I’m sorry,” I reply. “I didn’t think the branch was that high when I started climbing the tree. Todd, thanks for getting help.”
He shrugs. “I didn’t want to see you get hurt. I need to go home.”
He’s still mad at me. At least he wants to see to it that I’m safe. Maybe I can get him to help me against Nate. After I carve the branch into a stake, I’m going to email Elizabeth, Danielle and Todd. I figure Elizabeth and Danielle will do everything they can to help me. And maybe Todd will too. I am going to need all the help I can get.
Chapter Twenty-Four
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The Next Attack
I email Elizabeth, Danielle and Todd everything I learned about Nate. I conclude my emails with a plea for help tomorrow night. I’m not sure how I’m going to fight him tomorrow when he comes for me, but maybe they can help me figure out a good plan. After I finish sending out the emails, I go into the garage and use my dad’s carving knife to make a stake out of the branch. It takes me an hour to do, but I finally complete it. It’s not a smooth point at the tip, but it’ll do. If my parents knew I was making this, they’d throw it out. I’ve decided it’s best to not tell them anything else. They won’t believe it anyway. After I’m done, I hide the stake under my bed. I glance at the clock. It is now eleven. I have to get ready for bed.
On my way to the bathroom, my mom calls my name from the living room.
“What is it?” I ask.
“They think they found the killer,” she replies.
“Really?” Intrigued, I sit next to her on the couch.
My dad puts down his newspaper and looks at the TV. He sits up in the recliner.
A commercial plays on the TV.
“Who did the killer get this time?” I ask.
“They haven’t said yet,” she answers. “We have to wait for the commercial to end.”
I shift anxiously on the couch. I hope they got Nate. If they put him in jail, then I’ll be safe tomorrow.
Once the commercial ends, the news camera shows Elizabeth’s house. My parents and I gasp in shock. Elizabeth! What happened to her? Is she dead? No! Not Elizabeth!
“We are at a crime scene,” the female reporter states. “Elizabeth Hammond has been attacked by Brad Wilcox, and the police suspect he could be the same person who killed Justin Larimore, Carter Mitchell, and Sandy Reichmann. Officer Reynolds, please tell us what happened.”
“We got a 911 call from Mr. and Mrs. Hammond around 10:30 after they saw Brad fleeing from Elizabeth’s bedroom window,” he grimly states. “Elizabeth has been taken to Beavercreek Memorial Hospital where she is in Intensive Care. Fortunately, paramedics got here before she bled to death from the two stab wounds in her abdomen. We found Brad at his home where we took him to the police station.”
My mom hugs me as I begin crying.
The reporter turns to the camera. “Thank you, Officer Reynolds. Right now Elizabeth remains in critical condition. Anyone with blood type A+ is encouraged to come down to the hospital and donate blood.”
“I have that blood type,” my mom says. “I’m going down there.”
“Can I come too?” I ask. I need to see Elizabeth. After all, she is in the hospital because of me. Except I know Brad isn’t the killer. Nate must have hypnotized her parents into thinking they saw Brad. He got me to see his mother who wasn’t there. So I know he has powerful hypnotic abilities.
“Of course,” she says.
We get to the hospital in time to see Danielle and her parents pull into the parking lot. We wait for them at the entrance and walk to the waiting area near Elizabeth’s room. We wait with a few other people for any news regarding her condition. While my mom, Danielle’s dad, and two other people go to donate blood, Danielle’s mom talks to Elizabeth’s parents and sister who are distraught. I shake my head. This shouldn’t be happening.
Danielle pulls me to a corner. “I got your email. I’m beginning to think Nate has something to do with this. There’s something about this whole thing that just isn’t right. I can’t imagine Brad harming her.”
“Do you think Nate set him up?” I hadn’t considered that angle before.
“What else could it be?” she asks.
Before I can comment, I see Nate walking toward us. “What is he doing here?”
She glances at him. “How well does he know Elizabeth?”
“Well, he’s supposed to be good friends with Brad,” I say. What is his agenda? To look innocent? I know he’s the one who attacked her.
“I’m sorry to hear about Elizabeth,” he greets us. “Do you know how she’s doing?”
“The last I heard, she was in critical condition,” Danielle answers.
“Is she talking to anyone?” he asks.”
“She’s unconscious,” Danielle answers.
“Danielle, will you come here for a minute?” her mom requests.
Oh great. Now I have to talk to him by myself.
“I can’t believe Brad did this,” he says.
“I wonder why he did such a thing.” I sigh, playing along. I don’t want him to know I have figured out his plan.
“Cara!” Danielle waves to me. “Elizabeth’s parents want to talk to you.”
I breathe a sigh of relief. I don’t want to talk to Nate, so I’m glad for the excuse to get away from him. “I owe you.” I tell her as she takes me to Elizabeth’s parents and her sister.
I offer them my condolences. “I hope she gets better.”
They hug me and thank me. “It’s nice of you and Danielle to come here. You are good friends to her.”
Elizabeth’s aunt and uncle arrive, so they excuse themselves and walk up to them.
“Nate is ancient,” she whispers to me.
“Well, he is a vampire,” I reply.
“No, it’s not that.”
“Look at his reflection.” She hands me her compact mirror. Leave it to Danielle to check her make-up at a time like this. I hold the mirror up and pretend to check my make-up too. I move the mirror so that I should see Nate’s reflection. I gasp.
I quickly glance over my shoulder. Yes, there he is talking to the doctor. I turn back to the mirror. I can’t believe it. Nate looks so old. His white hair frames his wrinkled face. Suddenly, he turns to me. Startled, I close the lid to the mirror and quickly hand it to Danielle who hides it in her purse. Oh no! Does he know I saw his reflection? His reflection. I shiver in disgust and fear. That must be his true self. But then when I see him walking toward me, he is eighteen and looks so healthy.
Danielle said that he claimed to cheat death. But how could he do that without being a vampire?
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Nate promises me when he is next to me. He lightly caresses my cheek with his fingers.
I look up at him and suddenly I feel sleepy. “Yes. I’m looking forward to seeing you.”
“Uh, Cara?” Danielle asks.
I hear her, but she sounds far away, and I don’t care about anything but Nate.
He leans over and gently kisses my cheek. “I know you saw me. No need to worry. Life is short. You can’t live forever—but then again, maybe some people can.” He chuckles mostly to himself, and turns to Danielle. “Everything is fine. There’s nothing unusual going on.”
She starts to protest but then she nods.
He pats my hand and walks down the hall.
I shake my head. I feel as if I had been dreaming.
“We’re going to figure something out,” Danielle promises me. Obviously, she has suddenly snapped out of his spell like I did. “We’re not going to let that psycho hurt you or anyone else in this town.”
“Thanks, Danielle.” I smile at her. “I’m sorry about Elizabeth. It’s all my fault.”
“No, it’s not your fault. We couldn’t have known this would happen. We assumed he was only after you.”
“Oh my goodness, Danielle. He’s after anyone who might help me against him! That means your life is in danger too!”
My mother walks up to us. “I’m sorry, Cara. We can’t see Elizabeth. Only family members are allowed in her room right now. Danielle, it’s so good to see you, although it’s too bad it’s under these sad circumstances.”
“Yeah,” she agrees.
“We better go home, sweetheart,” Mom tells me. “Staying around here isn’t going to help Elizabeth. You need to stay strong for her sake. She might need your strength if she regains consciousness.”
“I’ll see you in school tomorrow,” Danielle replies.
I hope so.
Chapter Twenty-Five
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Confronting Todd
I don’t sleep well that night. I keep imagining that Nate is in my bedroom, waiting to attack me. Of course, he doesn’t show up. He won’t show up until tomorrow night when he’s going to finish transforming me into a vampire.
By the time my alarm clock rings, I am exhausted. I consider staying home for the day. I’m sure my mom will let me since we stayed at the hospital so late last night, but I know staying home all day will drive me crazy. I need to get out and be a part of life. Who knows if this will be my last day or not?
I get on the bus and glance sadly at the empty space next to me. Elizabeth should be here. We should be worrying about the test in class today or if Todd will ever forgive me and go out with me again. Instead, I’m dwelling on life and death issues. No one should have to worry about these things. I sigh sadly. I miss my friend. Maybe I should have spent the day at the hospital.
As soon as Todd comes on the bus, I watch him. I try to make eye contact with him, but he still won’t look at me. He must have really cared about me if he’s this upset over seeing me kiss Nate. It would be worth it if I really wanted to kiss Nate.
Determined not to be put off by his attitude, I stand up and follow him to his seat. I sit next to him. Before he can protest, I start talking. “I’m guessing you got my email yesterday?”
“Nice piece of fiction,” he mutters. He stares out the window.
“I didn’t spend all that time and energy into writing that long email for fun. My life really is in danger, and Nate will be coming for me tonight.”
He doesn’t respond.
“Not that you believe me but your life might be in danger too. You see, Elizabeth was attacked last night, and she’s in critical condition at the hospital,” I inform him.
“Do they know who did it?” he asks, finally looking at me.
So that got his attention. “The police suspect Brad. Well, her parents claim that they saw Brad jumping out of her bedroom window, but I know it was Nate. He had them under a hypnotic spell so that they would see Brad instead of him. Fine. I can see that you don’t believe me. Just like you don’t believe that Nate made me kiss him against my will. But I must say that I am both shocked and hurt by your reaction because you studied all that folklore about vampires, so you know what they are capable of. I never lied to you.” I sigh and shake my head. “I know when I’m not wanted. Next time you see me dangling from a tree, just let me fall. It’s better than thinking you might have had a change of heart.” I stand up. “For what it’s worth, I really do care about you.”
I walk to another seat. The bus driver shoots me a dirty look. I know it’s against the rules to walk around on the bus while he’s driving, but I don’t care. What does anything matter when you’re about to confront a vampire who’s out to get you? I spend the rest of the bus ride focusing on the positive. Danielle believes me now, so she can help me. We’ll figure something out.
***
“Ugg! This day is dragging on,” Danielle groans as she sits at the cafeteria table with her usual salad. “I don’t know why I even brought this thing. It’s not like I’m going to eat it. I’m too nervous to eat.”
“I know. Me too.” I throw my sandwich back into my brown paper bag. “Have you heard anything new about Elizabeth?”
“No. You?”
“No. I hope she’s going to be okay. This whole thing is just horrible.”
“After tonight, it’ll all be over. Cara, I’m scared.”
“Me too.”
“So what do you want me to do to help you?”
“Well...” I pause. “Would you mind hiding in my house with the wooden stake I made? I will try to distract him so that you can come up behind him and drive the stake through his heart.”
She shivers in disgust. “That sounds so gross. I’ll probably get blood all over me. But I’ll do it. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be a local hero when I help save your life.”
“That’s one way to look at it.”
“I think I can talk my parents into letting me stay at your place. I know you’ve been grounded and you’re not allowed to have anyone over, but our parents will let me spend the night over there because Elizabeth is in the hospital.”
That’s true.
Suddenly Todd walks up to us. “Don’t make eye contact with Nate.”
I look up at him in shock. “Excuse me?”
“Nate can only hypnotize you if he makes eye contact with you. If you don’t look him in the eye, then he can’t make you do something you don’t want to do and he can’t make you see anything that is not there,” he explains. “I’ve got to go. I have to work on something.”
Just as quickly as he appeared, he left.
Eye contact. Now that I think about it, Nate did maintain some form of eye contact with me most of the time. That’s his secret.
“I don’t get Todd at all,” Danielle says. “Does he like you or not?”
“Who knows?” I wonder. “One minute he’s out to save my life and the next, he won’t even talk to me.”
“Boys are so hard to figure out. Okay. So what time do you want me to come over?”
We continue to discuss plans for the night.
Chapter Twenty-Six
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Countdown to Doom
After school, my mom calls Elizabeth’s mom. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but Elizabeth is still unconscious,” she tells me as she hangs up the phone.
“I guess there’s no point in going to see her if she’s not awake,” I mutter. I go up to my bedroom. I put my school books on my dresser. I don’t plan to do any homework. Instead, I check under my bed. The wooden stake is still there. Good.
I walk back downstairs where my mom is talking on the phone in the kitchen. “But you saw him run out of the window. Obviously, he was there,” she says. “Hmm...Anyway, my thoughts are with you and your family. Please let me know if anything changes. Good-bye.”
“Was that Elizabeth’s mom?” I ask.
“Yes. Brad’s parents insist that he never left home last night. They saw him go to the kitchen to eat during the time of the attack.”
“So are things better for Brad?”
“It looks like it.”
“Do you think he did it?”
“I don’t know. His parents could be lying, but still..” She shrugged. “It’s a tough call since both sets of parents are claiming they saw him at two different places at the same time.”
“Yeah. I guess there are a lot of things that are tough to believe.” I clear my throat. “Can Danielle spend the night here tonight?”
“I can understand how having a friend over at a time like this might be the best thing. The answer is yes.”
“Thanks, Mom.” I kiss her cheek and quickly run upstairs to my room. I call Danielle and tell her she’s allowed to stay over.
“I’m getting my dad to take me over right now,” she hurriedly responds. “I can’t stay here another minute. I’m packing as we speak.”
“Why? What happened?”
“Cara, it’s awful! My mom let Nate into the house before I came home from school. And my bedroom window’s lock is now broken. I know he’ll come after me if I’m here. I’d rather be with you than stuck here all alone.”
“Why did she let him in?”
“She said he was there to spray for bugs. He hypnotized her into believing he was the exterminator we expected today. I only know it was him because I saw him leave the house before I got home.”
“Wow.”
Nate is extremely clever...and dangerous. Do we even have a chance to beat him at his own game? I say good-bye and hang up the phone. I peek under my bed again. The wooden stake is still there. We have to get him. And tonight is the night.
***
Danielle and I spend the evening anxiously watching the clock. When does Nate plan to show up? We spend most of our time in my bedroom. Normally, we would gossip about the people we know at school, especially the boys who are cute. Or we would give each other make-overs. But we spend our time looking out the window and listening for Nate to come to the front door.
By the time it’s eleven, she says, “Maybe he won’t come here because your parents are home.”
“I wish it was that easy.”
“This has got to be the longest night of my life.”
“I know what you mean. Part of me wants him to just show up so we can get this over with. Another part of me never wants tonight to end.”
Suddenly, there is a strange tapping at my window.
We gasp. A bat hovers outside. That’s when I realize how he got into my room when I had closed the window before going to bed. He tapped on the window, I woke up, looked into his eyes, and—under his hypnotic power—let him in. Well, it’s not going to happen tonight.
“Don’t make eye contact, Danielle,” I remind her.
She gulps. “He turns himself into a bat? I think I’m going to be sick.”
As soon as he figures out that I won’t open the window, he flies away.
“It can’t be that easy,” I say. “He’s going to find another way in.”
As if to prove my point, the doorbell chimes. I know it’s him. My heart pounds in nervous dread. It’s time to put our plan into action. One way or another, my fate is about to be decided.
Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Final Confrontation
I give Danielle a quick hug. “Thank you so much for helping me. If Elizabeth regains consciousness, please thank her too. You know...just in case I don’t make it.”
“You’ve got to make it, Cara,” she pleads. “I’ll sneak up behind him and when I’m close enough to stab him in the heart, tell him to face me so I’ll have a clean shot. The element of surprise is our greatest advantage.”
I nod. Danielle grabs the stake as I walk down the stairs.
“Don’t make eye contact,” I repeat to myself. I watch as my mom and dad obediently go to their bedroom and shut the door. As long as I don’t make eye contact with him, he can’t control me.
“You didn’t open your window for me,” Nate casually states as he enters my house.
I meet him in the entryway. I turn my back to the doorway, so he has to turn his back to the staircase. I stare at his chin. “I saw a bat out there. So that bat was you?”
“You know it was,” he replies.
“Oh come on.” I chuckle nervously. “No one can turn into a bat.”
Danielle tip toes down the stairs. She holds the stake tightly in her hands.
“You’re not looking me in the eye. Why?” he wonders.
Just stall him! “I like your shirt. Where did you get it?” I pretend to be interested in the cotton fabric.
“Let’s get rid of these formalities. You know I’m a vampire.”
I suck in my breath.
“I know you snuck into my house,” he continues. “I also know you emailed your friends.”
“So you attacked Elizabeth.”
“I had no choice. She told Brad all about me, and he believes her. The joke’s on him though, isn’t it? The police aren’t going to believe his wild tale of a vampire running loose through town.”
Danielle is only a few feet away from him.
Keep him talking. “So...” I lick my lips. “You’re going to track down my friends and kill them?”
“Oh, I’ll get Danielle soon enough.”
My heart pounds anxiously. “Have you done anything to Todd?”
“There’s no need to. He doesn’t believe you. As far as he’s concerned, you played a mean trick on him.”
Doom washes over me. He knows everything. I wasn’t able to hide anything from him. He just let me think that I was safe enough so I’d have a false sense of security.
Danielle gives me the signal that she’s ready to stab him.
“You’re so transparent,” he comments in disgust. He knows she’s behind him. Before I can warn her, he whirls around and knocks her to the ground.
“No!” I scream. I jump on his back. I succeed in knocking him to the ground. “Run, Danielle!”
She stabs him with the stake, but she misses his heart and pierces his arm instead.
He shakes me off of him and stands up. He easily grabs the stake from her and breaks it in half. “You should never get involved in a struggle that doesn’t involve you,” he hisses at her.
Before he can harm her, someone runs into my house and wraps his arm around his throat. “Todd!” Todd’s the last person I expected to help us out.
“Get to my house,” Todd orders. “He’s never been there, so you can hide from him.”
Despite my shock, I’m not going to argue. I grab Danielle’s hand and lead her to Todd’s house. His door is open, so we can enter his home without having to explain to his family that a vampire is after us.
“You should hide somewhere,” I tell her.
“So let’s hide,” she eagerly agrees.
“No. This is my battle. I have to confront him.”
“But-”
“He knows everything. I can only escape him for so long. If he doesn’t get me tonight, he’ll just keep coming for me until I die. That’s what he’s been doing to my ancestors. And he’ll only come after my descendants if I don’t stop this now. It ends tonight.”
“Okay,” she finally says as she wipes her eyes and runs to another room in the house.
Where are Todd’s parents and where’s his brother? I don’t have to wait long to find out. His dad walks into the living room in his robe. His family was sleeping. “May I help you?” he asks, obviously confused to see me there.
“Todd told me and Danielle to come here,” I state. “I’m Cara Stivers.”
“Cara? Oh right. He said he had to help you with something tonight,” he recalls. “So where is he?”
Just as I’m about to explain, Nate shows up at the doorway. I briefly note his bloody lip and the cut on his left cheek.
Where’s Todd? Is he still alive?
“What happened to you?” Todd’s father asks Nate. “Come in and I’ll take care of your wounds. Then you can tell me who did this to you.”
“No!” I argue but it’s too late.
“There’s no need to stay here. You can go back to bed. None of this is happening,” Nate softly says.
Todd’s father mutely obeys him.
I quickly examine the room for any weapons I might be able to use to protect myself. Without thinking, I pick up the wooden baseball bat lying on the floor next to a baseball cap. Todd’s brother must play baseball because I know Todd doesn’t.
He smiles charmingly at me as he gracefully walks toward me. His movements are slow and deliberate, as if he’s enjoying watching me squirm like a rat trapped in a maze.
“The least you can do is tell me why you’re after me, and why do you kill other people.” I need more time. I’m not ready to give up yet. I want to live!
He considers my statement. “Very well. I suppose it won’t hurt to oblige your curiosity.” He stops walking toward me.
Still breathing fast, I tighten my hold on the bat. He might pounce on me, so I have to be prepared.
“After Evelyn’s father destroyed my kingdom, I worked hard to find a way to defeat him. But it didn’t work. He was too powerful and he had too many soldiers fighting for him. So I hid out in a remote area for several years where I worked on a very special project. It was a cure for a problem known to everyone. Aging. I thought I discovered the solution. Eternal youth. You see, a vampire never dies. At first, I thought it was perfect. Not only would I live forever, but I would have all the time I needed to exact my revenge on your family line, until you were wiped out completely. Your mother can’t have any more children. So it all ends with you. When I complete your transformation tonight, I will finally be mortal again, and I can live a normal life—no more killing to satisfy the blood thirst. Being a vampire is a curse, Cara.”
I swallow the lump in my throat and step back. “So why did you take the necklace and my hair?”
“Because several things have to be in place to reverse the curse. First, your DNA, which is in your hair. I already mixed that into my drink before coming for you tonight. Second, a personal token from you.” He pulled out the necklace and approached me. “You must wear this. Revenge is sweet, don’t you think?”
I back away again and swing the bat. The bat hits a lamp which topples to the floor and breaks into three pieces. Breathing heavily, I adjust my grip on the bat. When he takes another step closer to me, I take another step back. The back of my leg hits the coffee table. Startled, I swing the bat again.
“Is that the best you can do?” he taunts.
I step aside from the table and try to hit him with the bat again. He effortlessly dodges me, so I miss. There’s a good reason why I was always picked last to be on someone’s team in gym class in elementary school.
He sighs. “How long must we play this silly game?” He reaches for the bat.
Screaming in alarm, I swing the bat. This time I hit him on the side of his face.
His expression turns from one of pure amusement to instant anger. He grabs the bat, but I hold on with all of my strength. We struggle for control of it. He pulls it toward him. I try to swing it away from him. He leans back, and I trip on the cord from the broken lamp that is lying on the floor. As I fall down, he manages to gain full control of the bat. He throws the bat against the fireplace, and it shatters in pieces.
As I struggle to stand up so I can run out of the room, he grabs my ankle and pulls toward him. My hands desperately search for anything I can use against him. Finally, my fingers brush against a large piece of the broken glass from the lamp. Wrapping my fingers around it, I grab it and throw it at him. It cuts his leg.
“Ouch!” he hollers. He examines his wound.
I quickly jump up and run to the telephone on the end of the table near the blue chair. Maybe I can get to the phone and call the police. If Nate is locked away in jail, he can’t harm me anymore. He is too quick for me. Just as I reach for the phone, he slams me against the wall. My body aches in protest. He turns me around so I’m facing him. My back is now against the wall and he holds me firmly in place. I can’t move away from him. I’m trapped!
“No!” I yell as I throw my hands over my neck.
“Look me in the eye,” he demands. He takes my chin in one of his hands and forces my head to turn in his direction.
I tightly close my eyes. Don’t look into his eyes! I try to kick him but he stops me.
“Oh no, you don’t,” he snarls. He brings his free hand to my eyes and forces my right eyelid open.
I whimper in protest and keep my hands over my neck. I roll my open eye around in all directions to avoid eye contact with him, but for a brief moment, I look into his eyes. And that is when it’s over. My response is immediate. I stop fighting against him, and my body relaxes.
“That’s more like it,” he whispers. He softly strokes my cheek. “There you go. There’s no reason to resist me.”
He’s right, I realize. There’s absolutely no reason why I should be fighting him. Why was I putting up such a fuss?
“Now remove your hands and tilt your head to the left for me.”
That’s strange, I think. Why is he asking me to do that, and why does he have fangs? Then I realize it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. And I feel so sleepy. So incredibly sleepy. I try to keep my eyes open, but the way he’s caressing the back of my neck is so soothing. My eyes close and my breathing becomes light. I feel as if I’m suspended in a dreamlike world. I lean my head to the side. I can feel his breath on my neck.
Then, like a bolt of lightning, I regain control over my thoughts and actions. I gasp as if coming up for a breath of fresh air after nearly drowning. In front of me, Nate crumples to the floor. The sharp edge of the broken baseball bat protrudes from his back. It stuck him right through the heart.
I look up and see Todd who is breathing heavily. “You saved me.”
“I never doubted you for a moment,” he responds. “But I couldn’t let him know that.”
That’s when I understand. “You knew he was watching me all along. That night when you saw me kissing him...”
“He was watching me. He wanted me to see if I would try to protect you or not, so I had to act like I didn’t believe you. In order to convince him, I had to convince you too.”
“Thank you, Todd.” I stumble over to him, my legs weak with relief. I hug him, and tears fall from my eyes. It’s over. It’s finally over.
Sirens wail in the background. They are getting closer.
“I thought the police would never come,” Danielle cries with relief as she emerges from the other room. She clutches the phone to her chest. She runs and hugs me. “I’m so glad you’re okay! I called the cops.”
Todd’s parents and his younger brother walk into the room. They shake their heads in disbelief at the dead body on the floor. It’s quickly decaying into dust. Further proof he was a vampire. But I know the police will find another, more reasonable, explanation for it.
“What happened here tonight?” his father wonders.
“And why didn’t we hear anything?” his mother asks.
“It’s a long story, but it has a happy ending,” Todd replies.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Life After Nate
As soon as the police arrive, Todd, Danielle, and I testify that Nate is the person who killed Justin, Carter, and Sandy. We even state that Nate attacked Elizabeth. Even more surprising is the fact that Elizabeth’s parents now claim they saw Nate instead of Brad leaving her room the night she was attacked. And my parents remember Nate coercing his way into our house on several occasions. When the police search his house, they find pints of blood in his refrigerator. They have at least found the Vampire Killer.
The next day, Todd, Danielle, Brad and I sit around Elizabeth in her hospital room. She regained consciousness early that morning, and her condition is steadily improving.
“I’m so glad things will be getting back to normal,’ Danielle says.
Elizabeth laughs. “Yeah. It’ll be really good when I can get back to school. I never thought I’d say this, but I’d rather listen to our teachers’ boring lectures than be stuck here.”
I smiled. “I’ll bring your homework to you every day until then, so you won’t have to miss his boring assignments.”
She groans good-naturedly.
“The important thing is that we can put this whole thing behind us,” Todd says.
Brad shakes his head. “I just can’t believe I thought Nate was my best friend.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I respond. “He had amazing hypnotic powers. He got me to bare my neck to him. I would have let him kill me.”
“How do you feel today?” Elizabeth asks.
“Like a normal, healthy teenager. I’m back to my old self.”
Danielle drums her fingers along the edge of the bed. “I hope that boys will start asking me out again. No boy would date me after two of the boys I dated died. For awhile there, I thought was cursed or something.” She stops and looks out the doorway. “Hey, Elizabeth, why didn’t you tell me that there is a gorgeous volunteer in this place? I’ll be right back.”
“Well, that settles it,” Elizabeth jokes. “Everything is back to normal.”
The doctor enters the room. “I hate to interfere, but I need to check on the patient.”
“Actually, I need to get back home,” I say, glancing at my watch. “I have to be back before dinner. I’m so glad to see that you’re doing well. I’ll call you later.”
My parents felt sorry for me since Nate almost killed me, so they decided to not ground me anymore. But since I did skip school and sneak into Nate’s house, I have to make dinner and do other household chores for three weeks. As long as I get to see my friends and go out with Todd, I don’t care.
As Todd and I walk down the hall, he reaches for my hand. I smile shyly at him. It must have been hard for him to keep his distance from me all that time while he waited for Nate to make his move.
“Can I drive you home?” he asks.
“Sure.” I was going to call my mom to pick me up, but she did say if I found a better offer, I could take it. She must have been referring to Todd because she winked when she said it.
“Every time I think about how close Nate got to killing you, I realize I almost lost you without telling you how I feel about you. I don’t want another day to pass by without you knowing something.”
I stop walking and face him. “What is it?” My heart pounds in anticipation.
“I love you, Cara,” he whispers.
I smile again. “I love you too.”
He gives me a gentle kiss. It is the first of many that will come. My heart leaps for joy. The future looks wonderful, and I’m going to enjoy every minute of it.
When our kiss ends, he squeezes my hand and returns my smile. Then we continue walking down the hall. Yes, I think. I’m going to enjoy every moment of life that I have from now on.
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