
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
        
          Eternal Entity

        

        
        
          The Celestial Rose, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Annalee Adams

        

        
          Published by Annalee Adams, 2018.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ETERNAL ENTITY

    

    
      First edition. February 2, 2018.

      Copyright © 2018 Annalee Adams.

    

    
    
      Written by Annalee Adams.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Eternal Entity (The Celestial Rose, #1)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
For Mark, Jak, and Sophia, who inspire me each and every day. I love you.


      

    


[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1
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The carriage veered around the corner as I sat staring down at the light of a lone candle. The flame flickered, warming my face. I smiled at the anticipation that caressed each person around me.

The sweet scent of strawberry filtered through the air.

“Go on honey, make a wish!” She grinned, pulling me in close.

Cheers erupted through the dank carriage as I blew out the candle; a moment which would always remain at the forefront of my memory as maturity became me and childhood disowned me.

The desolate nature of the subway always scared me, with the shadows and darkness grinning with excitement. It wasn’t often we took this trip, but today I’d made an exception. Today I needed to act like an adult. Only kids were afraid of the dark.

The dim-lit carriage smelt of urine and vomit as the subway railed forward in despair. With the wheels gritting the tracks, we bared around the next corner.

“NEXT STOP: EMBANKMENT,” a robotic voice boomed through the speakers.

“Sweet sixteen, Taylor! I’m so proud of you!” She smiled, offering me the cupcake, a family tradition. 

Every birthday at 18:13, Mum would start singing as I blew out the candle on another strawberry cupcake. I remember one year we were mid-flight to America, another year horseback riding through the peaks, and this year we happened to be caught in the chaos of rush hour on the London underground.

We’d spent the day trailing the shops, dragging my kid brother Caleb along. He was fine once we went to Hamleys, but boy could he moan! Mum had closed her gallery for the day and taken the time off for an autumn picnic at St. James Park. It was the perfect backdrop for the cheeky glass of vino she promised me. After all, I was getting older now. It had been fun. I’m sure Dad would love his new shirt, not that he ever got out of his uniform. He ran the fire department down in Broadgate and had done so for years.

You may be surprised to hear, considering the state of our current ride, that my parents owned a black Mercedes, with our own chauffeur. But Mum insisted that we take the subway. We needed the culture shock, she said. It was inspirational, the world with no frills.

The doors opened as a few more passengers got on. I’d gained a few of the same traits as she had. I loved watching people, taking in their merits and flaws. Like the tired young mother, cuddling her toddler as she slept holding her well-loved teddy bear, and the older man who relinquished his seat for a pregnant lady. People were kind at heart, even the ‘different types’ with loopy ears and metal noses. Or the character in the corner with the black trench coat, hood up, face covered over. I could see he’d have a few stories to tell.

Hanging onto the metal bar I stood watching, drifting into oblivion, as I took in the darkness of the tunnels outside. Juddering along, we came to a halt. Lights flickered as the robotic voice chimed “WESTMINISTER,” our stop and time to depart. Time to say goodbye to fifteen and hello to a whole new me, Little Miss Sixteen. Head held high, smiling for her fans like Opera at a bake sale, today was my day.

The train pushed on its brakes as the white-washed walls of Westminster merged together.  The platform was teeming with a horde of citizens, people from all walks of life; rushing from work, school or perhaps a social trip, taking in the attractions. A couple of young girls looked familiar from the junior school nearby, dressed in their classic black minis with knee-high socks and pristine white shirts. Even with its pale walls, the platform appeared dark and creepy. The lights were barely functioning, and I swear I saw the shadows dancing in delight. The world was a mass of magic and mystery, so my mother said. Then again, she loved the old black and white horrors. It was no wonder her art stirred fear within me. It was deep, dark and devastatingly beautiful. Her eyes saw a universe of beauty when ours only saw in Technicolor.

“Come on!” a man in a business suit yelled, snapping me from a delirium of thoughts. “Are you pushing the button?” He pushed his way past me to the front of the queue.

“Of course, I’m pushing it,” the tired young mother snapped back.

“Here.” He pushed her hand away.

“See, it doesn’t work!” she huffed.

“WE APOLOGISE FOR THE DELAY. WE ARE EXPERIENCING TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES,” the tannoy boomed.

“Great, just great!” the businessman moaned, looking at his watch.

In amongst the commotion, the pregnant lady sat rubbing her tummy, the businessman whined to all who would listen, and the older lady had fallen asleep on her handbag in the corner of the train. However, the hooded guy stood tall and poised for action.

“Taylor, are you okay?” Mum asked.

“Yeah, just feel a bit strange.”

“No more wine for the birthday girl!” She laughed, ruffling my hair.

“How long is this going to take?” the businessman boomed.

“Quiet, man, they’re doing their best!” a loopy eared youth yelled.

Phasing out of the rest of the argument, I stood watching the angry commuters outside. It wasn’t like banging on the door would open the damn thing! People lose themselves in chaos, it’s just best to stand and watch, take it all in. I turned to see Mum doing just the same. People are an inspiration, she’d said.

People, perhaps, but then what were those things up there on the steel girders? Perhaps the security crew was trying to work out the problem. There did appear to be wiring up there, as sparks fell to the ground. That couldn't be a good sign. It was hard to make them out, the ceiling was clammed up in darkness. They didn’t look like people; the perspective was all wrong. They must have only been two feet high.

What the hell is it? Is that a tail? It was swinging from the girders. Did the zoo lose a few monkeys? 

“Mum! Do you see them?”

“What? Where are you pointing, Taylor?”

“Up there.”

“Yeah, it’s sparking. That’s not good honey, they must be going up to fix it.”

“So, you see them?”

“See what?”

“The creatures.”

“What creatures?”

“Creatures? Where are the creatures?” the tired young mother asked, eavesdropping.

“Up there. I saw about five of them playing with the electrics.”

“I can’t see up there, Taylor.”

“It’s your mind playing tricks on you,” the tired young mum smiled.

“It’s okay, Taylor, there’s nothing there, honey. Don’t worry, we'll be out soon.”

Why couldn’t she see them? They were as plain as day, not that you could see it was day outside. I’d say it was too much wine, but surely one small glass of the red stuff doesn’t make you hallucinate. They were still there, scampering along. I thought of monkeys earlier, but they weren’t monkeys. They bore no resemblance to anything in the animal kingdom, and nothing I’ve seen on the Discovery Channel either. If people could have heard my thoughts they would have laughed, but they did look like Gremlins. Seriously, they did. I know, it was a film, one which I hasten to add, was quite the experience. But also, a classic I hadn’t seen in years. You know the evil looking one that destroys everything? Yeah, him... they looked like him. Him and his kid brothers, the freaky looking things.

Damn, the world went dark. Where were they? I couldn't see a damn thing. 

“Mum?”

“I’m here. Stay where you are.”

A child’s scream shrilled through the air. 

“Shush, Kenny, it’s just a power cut.”

“That’s the lights gone then!” the business man’s voice trailed through the carriage.

“Mum!” Caleb whined.

“It’s okay, Caleb. Stay where you are. The lights will be back on it a minute.” Mum attempted to soothe him.

Okay, don’t panic. Don’t think about the Gremlins or the freakish wires they’re playing with. It was like something out of The Twilight Zone, with the creatures on the wings of the plane. You know they’re there, you can see them breaking the safety net around you, but not one person believes you. No matter what you say, they will just think you’re hysterical, you’re afraid of the dark. Or it’ll be the wine. "Too much vino," she’ll say. "No more wine for you, birthday girl." It was one damn glass! It wasn’t the wine, it wasn’t the dark, well, not completely. It was something more, something deeper. A dreadful sickness brewing in the pit of your stomach, and ghostly shivers running up your spine. You shudder, clam up, eyes wide, breathing heavy. If I can see the creatures, can they see me too?

Static hissed over the tannoy, emergency lights spark on, and a sigh of relief filtered through the carriage. The guy in the black trench coat gripped two silvered blades. With his face shrouded in darkness, he kicked open the back door with such a force it barely remained on its hinges. Abruptly closing it, he broke the handle, preventing us from escaping the clutches of our darkened cage.

“Oh my god! Martha did you see that?”

“Shit, man! What was he carrying?”

“The door won’t budge,” the businessman yelled as he hammered on the broken back door.

“What’s happening, Mum?” I asked.

“I... I don’t know honey. We're safer in here now that he’s gone.” She shuddered.

Yeah but out there, there were those weird looking creatures. Where were they? Where did that guy go and what’s with all the screaming outside?

“Kids, stay back away from the windows,” Mum yelled.

“What’s he doing?”

“It’s not just him, there’s a group of people attacking something!”

“Attacking what?”

“I don’t know. I can’t see it, it’s too dark out there.”

Heading over to the window, I looked out. The black trench coat guy was fighting a humongous monster. No, I’m not joking. Even my mind couldn't cope with it. The ground was seriously rumbled, opened, and a beast with the likes of the Devil's nightmares was attacking the platform's commuters. But no one could see it. No one was bothered by it. They were more concerned with the black trench coat guy and his band of merry men. They saw him as a villain, thinking he was causing the raucous. If only they could see the hellish creature before them, they would see he was trying to end its miserable life, save our lives, and perhaps even scarper with his own.

Blood drained from my face. I must be hallucinating, this can’t be happening. I cocooned myself, leaving clammy prints on the window. Gripping my knees, my body tensed. No one could see it. I daren’t look, daren’t open my eyes. My heart thumped. Breath faltered. Hairs stood on end. The cold shrill of their screams warped through me. This can’t be real, can’t be happening. Mum, where’s Mum? I must get up. Must find my family. What’s happening?

“Taylor! Taylor!! STOP!” Mum yelled, shaking me.

Swallowing back the tears, I opened my eyes. 

“It’s okay honey, you’re panicking. Calm your breathing, count to ten, remember?”

My breathing eased as I stared into her eyes counting. 

“It’s okay, it’ll be okay,” she said, hugging me and Caleb. “Those youths are just playing a Halloween prank. Don’t worry, it’ll be over soon, and we can enjoy the rest of your special day.” She smiled as the whole carriage illuminated. 

A blinding light filled the space between us; crimson reds, burnt orange, and crispy yellow flooded the carriage. The train shone with an intense heat as the walls of the station blistered. A powerful bolt of fire shrieked across the walls, hues of red, yellow, and orange intertwined as it scorched the air in such an angry, yet triumphant, way. The face of fire screamed, leaping across each person on the platform. It showed no mercy. The station turned into a scene from an old zombie film, half scorched corpses scratching around trying to get into the carriage, to escape the blazing inferno.

Paralysis is something that happens amidst all the panic. Frantic mothers screaming for their children, fearful children screeching in anxiety, and me. I stood there frozen in the moment, petrified to the spot. My heart beating out of my chest as salty tears streamed down my face. Fingernails cut into my palms and I couldn’t hear my own breath as it leaped out of me.

If I had needed the toilet, I would have wet myself. Caleb did. He was frozen to the spot, gut-wrenching howls fled through the station. We both stood unmoving as their screams blared out in anguish. Our frantic mother stood shaking us both, pulling us down to the floor for cover.

The carriage blistered in the heat. Outside the screams began to die out. Low to the ground, hazed by smoke, gasping for breath, the inevitable happened. Our safe cocoon died around us. The station's ceiling had begun to collapse. Gripping my chest, I wheezed for air, body tense and braced for impact.

“TAYLOR!” my mum screamed out, grasping my hand to pull me close.

Head down, eyes sealed shut, I couldn’t move. The metal carriage reformed into my coffin as I lay. The train began to compact, crushed as if by a godly vice. Mum flew across the floor as the metal folded and squeezed, embracing her body like a stalker embraces its latest victim. I held on for dear life, gripping one of the train's metal poles as the ground began to swallow us up. The ceiling drew closer, darkness fell, and I braced my body for its crushing finale.

I must have passed out. The next thing I remember is the ringing in my ears, head heavy, and blood pooling around me. I couldn’t feel the pain, but my arm spurted blood as tears wept from my eyes. Ripping my shirt, I copied what I’d seen in the movies and wrapped the cloth over the wound. Pulling on the knot, I managed to stop the spurting as I checked the rest of my body over. I knew I’d hit my head. I couldn’t see how hard, but the mass of blood in my hand was a dead giveaway.

Where in the hell was I? Was this even the carriage? I lay amongst crushed metal, rocks, and girders. It was a miracle I’d survived. But if it was a miracle I’d survived, then where were Mum and Caleb? I’ve got to get up! I tested my feet and they moved. I got up, stumbling across the dirt and rubble. Pieces of humanity were scattered amongst the ashes. The first person I saw alive was a grubby girl of two, maybe three, a toddler screaming for her mummy. In her hand she gripped the teddy from earlier, as her tired dead mother lay but six feet away. I held her close, soothing the tears away.

That’s when I heard it, a tender young voice familiar to my ear. I sat the girl down and started to dig. It was Caleb. He’d been protected under the seat my mother had hurtled him towards. I dug deeper. He was weary but alive. His foot was trapped under the rubble and no matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t free him.

“It’s okay, Caleb, I won’t leave you,” I hushed, as he cried ashen tears.

I sat there next to him, broken and cold. The smoke began to dissipate, like the fog lifting off the York moors, and as it did I could see the guy in the black trench coat, dancing with silvered blades. The beast was still there, teetering above him like George and the Dragon.

“HELP!” I screamed, knocking the guy off balance. 

The beast got a swipe in as four others took over taking it down. There was a girl amongst them, and with her, the scent of roses swept through the ruins. My eyes were damaged, hazed by smoke, but I swear I could see a lion beside her, or was it a bear, maybe a wolf. I couldn't be sure, its movements blurred as it shed its skin-changing shape. A flurry of ice shot through the station, tornado’s of snow swept over the ashen corpses, settling beside me as another boy threw ice bolts towards the fiery beast, attempting to bring it to its knees.  I must be mad! I must have taken a bang to the head! 

Caleb let out a gut-wrenching howl. 

“What’s happening?” he yelled.

“I don’t know Caleb!”

“Where’s Mum?”

“I don’t know, I can’t find her,” I said as the sound of falling rocks scattered across the ground. “Wait, do you hear that?”

“What?”

“I’m not sure. Something's moving over there.”

The toddler screamed. What was it? It must be real, she could see it. Ashen grey, ghastly and rotten, it slinked its way over to the lifeless corpses. I watched as more of the shadows formed. Swarming over the horror of the mutilated. They rose in a lifelike manner; creeping amongst the bodies of the dead, devouring all remaining energy with a slippery, snake-like nature.  It was a creature like no other. Its glare caught my own as I watched it destroy the innocence of humanity. It hollered over to its pack, all eyes on me.

Together they came, running as one, like raptors coming in for the kill. Pack animals, darkness swarming through its rotting corpse. What do I do? What are they?

“HELP!” I screamed again, catching the guys attention once more. “Help! They’re coming!” 

He looked over, swarmed in darkness as he leapt into the air. It was too little too late. The face of death was upon us.

“No!” I yelled “Get off me!”

The toddler cried, screaming in agony. Caleb wept as the monsters kept coming. I pulled my brother and the girl in close, protecting their bodies with my own. The creatures ripped at my back as I bore down, tensed up. Adrenaline on overdrive. Fight or flight kicked in. Instincts heightened, and I screamed, and screamed, and screamed.

If time had a pause button, to be looked at 360 degrees, that would have been the perfect moment. A young guy leaping to save a fallen girl. A fallen girl sacrificing her own life to protect the bodies of two more. Dying on her sweet sixteenth, broken and bloodied. But then, with her broken body comes one last fight. Never give up! Never surrender! And with the pain, with the anguish, her true self shines through. Glowing with the force of a thousand suns as it blasted from her body, like the wings of an angel caressing humanity’s broken soul, radiating through the station like a laser show. A laser show with sharpened edges and a guillotine finish. Tearing through the monsters, eviscerating the darkness, levelling the playing field.

In that moment, that freeze frame in time, you would have seen the hellish beast’s head turn to witness the fallen girl, to see the magic as she wields her armoury. You would see the black trench coat flap in the air as the guy leaps to save the princess, only to be pulled back by his clan. You would see the ceiling cave in around the kingdom, with the knight falling short in his fairy tale. Then you would hear nothing more as the subway station collapsed around the living, damned be the dead.

It happened quickly, wiping out the darkness, unlocking the light. It wasn’t me. I was no longer the pretty princess on her sweet sixteenth. I was something new, something bigger, something to fear. But for that moment, I was trapped amidst a pile of ash, cradling my family, as we lay alone and wept.
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Chapter 2
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Were they real? A question that kept floating through my mind every waking moment. Did I survive, or did I die? Who was the man in the black trench coat? Who were his comrades that fought to the bitter end and how did we survive the death of a thousand ashen corpses? The three of us, we were the only survivors. All motherless children, all wept in dismay as the world wept with us.

The tragedy had been blamed on terrorists, bombs located down a closed off corridor, synchronized to destroy all that lay there. Our survival had been publicised as a miracle, an act of God. But I knew better. No matter how hard I’d hit my head, I’d seen them. I’d danced among the dying on the day of the dead. Halloween had come early that year, as the beast rose from the fiery pits of Hell with shadowed monsters and two-footed critters. I’d seen it all. Yet no one else could see them as the shadows tore us apart. I have a back full of scars to prove those monsters existed.

It took a while for our recovery. Apparently, I was lucky to survive, having had surgery on part of my brain. The head injury I’d sustained had taken hold and I’d died in the ambulance for two minutes and six seconds. It doesn't seem like a long-time, but after not breathing for a minute your brain cells begin to perish, firing their last electrical impulses before turning out the lights. So, for any person, dying for two minutes and six seconds was quite a long while. 

After the surgery, the days turned into weeks, weeks into months. It took time to fully recover. I was a motherless child. My best friend had died the day of the subway disaster, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get those creatures out of my mind. They did this, those things killed my mum, and no one would believe me. Dad said enough was enough, I’d end up locked up if I kept saying those things. I swear I even saw the black trench coat guy at night, he visited me in my dreams. Yet I still couldn’t see his face.

The days were long, not as if the nights weren't, as I watched the sunset out of the window, gazing down at the naïve society around me. They didn’t know, running around day after day doing the same thing over and over. They hardly ever looked up, too caught up in their own problems. The hospital was busy all the time. It was rare I got five minutes to myself. But at night the world went to sleep and they came out to play. The two-footed critters, chaotic little beasts. They appeared to enjoy the mischief. Pulling off your bedsheets, setting off alarms. The number of times a crash team ran in for a false alarm was beyond a joke now. Even if I tried to sleep, they kept me awake. They never hurt anyone, just liked to play around. There’s some of them out there now, kicking over the garbage cans and chewing through wires. No wonder the electricity board was kept busy, blaming rodents or the average schooled youth for the local mishaps.

Sitting there as the shadows drew in close, I whimpered under my breath. It’s okay though, they haven’t come since. Haven’t found me here. The sight of the shadow monsters haunted my dreams. How was I supposed to ever sleep again? I didn't know. You’d think there would be loads around a hospital. After all, it’s a place full of the injured and dying. It was like something was keeping them away, holding them at bay. It wasn’t me. I hadn’t a clue how I’d made that light thing happen. It’s like I’d turned into an angel, blasting out the ray of God before I collapsed into the hands of darkness.

Perhaps it was the guy in the black trench coat. I’d been lucky enough to see his piercing blue eyes deep within the shadows one night. I’m sure it was him, he felt the same. It’s hard to explain, I guess, but there was something about him, something that stood out. I dunno, maybe it was just me. Maybe the head injury really did do more than physical damage. After all, I could barely hold a fork without shaking.

Night passed under his watch as I managed to get a few hours of sleep. I know he was there somewhere. Even the critters had left me alone. Maybe he was my guardian angel, that’s a thing apparently. According to Wiki, we all have one, even if you don’t believe. I wasn’t sure what I believed in. Not nowadays, anyway. I’d like to think there was somewhere glorious after we die. Mum would be there now, so I hope there is. There must be some good in this world, after all, there was a heck of a lot of bad.

It was another day of physio. I believed the frustration would kill me if nothing else. I mean, how hard was it to grip a fork? Actually eat dinner by myself? Simple things weren’t half a task. Gritting my teeth, I tried to hold a fork in my left hand. I could do it, but it hurt, and I shook so much the food always flew off the damn thing anyway. Basic things I’d once taken for granted pained through me. 

Luckily Caleb and I were side by side in the ward. He didn’t remember much though, he never saw our mothers face as she lay lifeless in the rubble. Dad visited daily, updating us on the rebuild of the once flamboyant metropolitan area. Apparently, Mum's gallery had one last showing. Jane, her assistant, had set it up in her honour. Every single piece was purchased. She would have loved to have seen it, her name up there with the great artists of her time. 

Six months had gone by, and with summer threatening to break through, it was almost time to check out and leave the hospital. I was finally heading home, starting afresh once more. That’s when they came back, the shadowed beings. They appeared as a darkness within the light, shadows cast from nothing. Shimmering with a fogged effect in the light of the room, like the warped sense of heat over the top of the burning candle.

I froze as they swarmed into the bay, floating above every person that walked by. No one saw them, just me. They knew I was there, as their rotted corpse-like figures titillated over my bed frame. There was nothing to fear when you couldn't see them, it just looked like a normal death; heart stops beating, lungs collapse, then flat-line, death. But when you can see them, see their ghastly structures as they grip your face and feed off the life force inside of you, eyes wide with fright, body thrashing about. It’s an inhumane way to die, and that’s what was about to happen to the young boy opposite of me. I could tell. They were all crowded around, like pack animals hunting their prey, aiming for the one that couldn't fight back, the boy who just laid there watching as they drained him dry. Only a child, too. 

I lay frozen in fear as they skulked over to the boy, watching him. With eyes wide, fear overtook. Shaking, I wanted to pinch myself awake. The putrid beings crept across the base of the boy’s bed with a menacing demeanour, and with each movement they made, the mattress compacted from their weight. An alarming sense of panic sounded within me and I struggled to take a breath with the heavy nature of the air surrounding me. Tears filled my eyes as I saw the demonic talons of one of the shadowed beings wrap around the throat of the young boy. Reaching forward, it began to inhale his breath as the boy gasped and wheezed for air. The hospital monitors screamed and he fitted, with his arms and legs flailing about.

The creature held on tight as a cohort of nurses and doctors rushed to the boy’s aid, but the boy had already passed on. As he did, the embodiment of the shadow creature came further into view. It resembled a leeching horror with a transparent darkness that swarmed through it. 

The necrotic creature flickered in and out of sight, as though it were travelling from realm to realm before my eyes. It grew long, bone-like fingers with sharpened claws that glistened and shone with a shimmer of silver. Its face was indistinguishable, covered with a smokescreen of moving blackened energy. Its mouth was large with dark fanged teeth and its blaring soulless eyes choked you from reality.

That’s when they took me. That’s when I disappeared.

Waking up in another room is scary. But when that rooms pitch black, stinks of wee, and there are screams emanating from outside, you cry. That’s where I was, in the dark, in the shadow, in the night. I’m not sure how I got there, or how long I’d been out. I remember the boy’s death and the shadow monsters creeping around, but nothing after that. Where was I?

Gulping, I tried to raise my arms, pull myself off the bed. Nothing moved. Thrashing about, I could tell my wrists and ankles were restrained. I was vulnerable, the perfect target, and no matter how much I screamed, no one came. I doubt they’d heard my screams anyway, not with the commotion outside. 

Being a part of the darkness is frightening. What had taken me? Heart thumping, my hairs stood on end. There was something in there with me. Panic screamed through me as I pulled with all my might. It was there. Something close. Something near. At first, it sounded like a rustle of clothing. Here’s me hoping it was human! Still, even human beings have their nasty sides. Then came the footsteps, silent at first, one, two, maybe three. Reaching closer. Then the scent, the smell of aftershave with a woody base and hints of sandalwood drifting across the room.  It was familiar, yet I couldn’t tell from where. My dad didn’t wear that, his always smelt of leather. Caleb, well, he was too young. So, who was it?

I stopped crying, calmed my screaming and listened. Hoping to hear anymore movements, any responses.

“Hello?” I called out, afraid of the answer. “Hello?” 

Still nothing.

The floor creaked. 

“Hello?” I paused. “I know you’re there.” 

Still nothing.

“Where am I? Please, I don’t know who you are, but can you help me?” 

Light streamed through the door as it flung open. 

“Who you talking to?” a gruff voice boomed. 

A fat grisly old guy with white scrubs walked into the room. His keychain dangled, jingling as he walked. Reaching me, he loosened the straps, removing them one by one. The light shone through, illuminating the bare room I lay in; just a bed, a toilet, and the sink. It was like a prison cell. What did they think I had done? Dropping the straps on the floor, he backed out slowly. 

“There, now, no more trouble otherwise they’ll be back on.”

“Where am I?”

“Psych with the loons,” he laughed as he slammed the door shut, locking it as he left.

Psych? Why was I locked in a psych ward? I didn't remember anything that could result in me being locked in there. I didn’t dare to get off the bed. I knew someone had followed me there, someone or something. Cradling my pillow, I wept. What was happening to me?

I must have fallen asleep, as the next thing I remember was being pulled upright on the bed. Why was I so drowsy? What drugs had they put me on?

Breakfast was delivered, if that’s what you would call it. Cold, sticky slop next to a round of burnt toast. Oh, what I’d give for my mum’s pancakes right now! The spoon was plastic, clearly I wasn’t trusted with anything normal anymore. Even the fat, grisly guy watched like a hawk as I picked it up. I mean, how much damage could one girl do with a plastic spoon? 

The days rolled by as I sat alone in my cell. Visitors weren’t allowed but I know the guy in the black trench coat stopped by, hiding among the shadows. There was no way of contacting my dad or Caleb. Was Caleb alright? I shuddered. After all, he lay amongst the monsters that day. 

Then, on day eight, the door opened, remained open as the old grisly guy said I had a visitor. I thought visitors weren’t allowed, but heck, I wasn’t going to argue. In walked Dad, red-eyed, tired looking, and he had lost a ton of weight. How long had I really been there?

“Taylor!” he cried, hugging me with his big bear hug.

“Dad!” I wept, salty tears stung my eyes. 

“What happened? Where’s Caleb? Where am I?”

“Shush now, honey, it’ll be okay,” he said, “don’t you remember what happened?”

“No, nothing.” 

“It’s okay, you’re safe now,” he hushed me.

“But why have I been locked in here this week?” I cried.

“Week? You’ve been here for months, Taylor. What have they put you on?”

“Months!” 

He nodded. 

“What happened?”

“The doc said it’d help if I told you.”

“Erm, okay...”

“The day that boy died, you destroyed the ward, baby. You wouldn’t let anyone near Caleb, not even me. You said they were coming. You even threatened the nurse with the drug stand.”

“What?”

“Security came, you put up so much of a fight that they had to sedate you. I couldn’t stop them. I’ve been fighting to see you ever since. Had to go to the courts to get access.”

“Is Caleb alright?” I asked.

“Yeah, he’s fine. Are you alright?”

“No, I wanna to go home.”

“There is nothing I want more than to have you and Caleb home again. I’ve been thinking, a change of scenery would do us all the world of good. I’m going to sell up, sweetie, and move us back to where your mum grew up. She would have wanted you to be there. You’ll be safe there.”

“Okay,” I croaked. It was all too much as I lay snuggled in my dad’s arms. Finally sleeping safely, soundly, and securely.
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Chapter 3
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A fresh start, they said. I needed it too, after what they’d put me through, and yet there I sat, finally alone and amid one of the darkest nights on Earth. Shuddering silently; the bitter breeze of winter's reign flowed through the open window. Street lights glazed the sky.  I sat wrapped in my mother’s old blanket, heart aching as the familiar scent of her perfume stirred around me. 

Tiredness was a feeling I’d grown up with, emptiness was one I’d learned. I used to feel so attached to life, all bright and bubbly. The typical 17-year-old eyeing up the guys on the basketball team. I was a fan of the old romance novels, always dreaming of that one true love. But life wasn’t like that. I was taken so young, murdered by many. What was it that took me? It was a question that lay unanswered as my sodden cheeks stung from the arctic breeze of the North winds.

Outside the leaves swirled, creating a flurry of a pattern, like a kaleidoscope shimmering in the grass below. It was a pretty picture, but one that brought warning to those that knew, and I knew... or did I? What really happened the day I died?

My life had taken a different path, one that caused me to mature to an age most teenagers wouldn’t dream of. My venomous past always crept up on me, a tragic flow of events that took my innocence away as I passed over to the realm of the dead. But now I lived, alive and pained by the memories of that tragic day in London.

The day we moved to the little town of Elvington, it rained. Poured down, actually. Our new country home didn’t look anything like the brochure. Instead, we were greeted with the keys to a dilapidated stone build. It was a step down from the penthouse back in London, but it was ours. Apparently, my mother had grown up in the area. It was nice to be close to some part of her, yet far enough away to move on and move forward.

My younger brother, Caleb, had picked up a lot since the move, but every so often his breathing became erratic as he cuddled his tear-stained pillow. That morning, though, the familiarity of my father’s snoring echoed through the hallway, bringing light to the darkest of days. 

Rising with the sunlight I smiled. Put on that brave face Taylor, Mum used to say, no matter how sad you are, a smile changes everything, and she was right. Even the mirror agreed as I shone it a toothy grin. My tired smile greeted me as I brushed through my chestnut hair. It took a while to ease out the knotted bird's nest. But with a little moisturiser and strawberry lip gloss, I began to feel human again.

Breakfast filled a hole; a splash of orange juice with charcoaled pancakes. My dad tried, but he couldn’t replace her. We had lived there for a month, using the break to straighten the house. It was all quite respectable. We had fixed it up quite well, for saying we didn’t have any builders in the family. It was good though, the time together, the bonding. 

Footsteps pounded across the landing as Caleb ran, tugging on his trousers. He flew down the stairs, inhaled his breakfast, ready for our first day at a new school. We had already missed a term that year and now that winter was settling in, the next semester was due to start. It was as good a time as any to get back into it. A bit of routine and normality never hurt anyone. Anxiety crept through me, though, that feeling when you’re sick to your stomach, nerves kicking in. I used to be so popular, one of the ‘it’ girls. But now I struggled to find my own voice half the time. "It will do us good," Dad kept saying. Mum would have agreed. We needed this, needed to move on, let go. 

After breakfast, we piled into my dad's new Range Rover. It wasn’t like the chauffeur driven Mercedes, poor Alfred had to be let go after we moved to Elvington. Dad said money was a lot tighter there, especially after paying the house off. He even had to sell mum’s classic, the red 67’ Mustang. I’ll always remember the grunt the engine made as it growled across the country lanes outside of London city centre. That was our time together, we didn’t particularly have the kind of mother-daughter relationship that involved manicures and shoe shopping, that’s something I did with the girls instead. Mum and me, well, we enjoyed our time relaxed as we set off in the Mustang with a picnic and a good book.

We arrived to see the locals heading into the academy, Stonebridge Academy, with its twisted spires and modern extension. The students there seemed less ‘preppy’ than London. Dreary coats and last season’s shoes. What is she even wearing? Are they Doc’s? Didn’t they go out in the 90's? Mum used to have some, but kids wore them there. My 90's style mother would have fit in better than I did. Jeans tomorrow, I might get away with Converse, if I’m lucky.

Saying our goodbyes, Caleb and I got out. Dad appeared a little teary-eyed as he stood by the driver's side, watching as we left. The main entrance loured magnificently in front of us, framed by stone pillars and cobbled steps leading the way. I kept my head down, avoided any eye contact. Could they stare anymore? My backpack dug into my shoulders as I hurried up the steps, passing a group of guys on the way. Why do they keep staring? My cheeks reddened as I checked my camisole. No, I hadn’t popped a button. I was the new girl, and everyone knew it.
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THE DOOR FLUNG OPEN as the bell rang. Hordes of students ran through the hallway fighting for locker space. It was a battle in there, a brutish array of arms, legs, and hefty backpacks, pushing and shoving as they ran past. The jocks ruled the roost, with a football under one arm. Surely those weren’t the academy's finest specimens? A bunch of testosterone-driven quarterbacks, all pumped up and ready for their next game. Or those girls, hanging off their every word, all giggly and goo-eyed. Then just added insult to injury. Here come the cheerleaders. Eyes down, don’t look up! Who would have thought I used to be one of them? A bunch of energetic girls in burgundy and yellow miniskirts. The crowds parted as the lead cheerleader took over the hallway. Great, she saw me. Cheeks flushed, hands clammy, I braced myself for impact. What does she want? 

"New Girl," she said, approaching me with a catlike finesse.

"Err, yes?" I replied, standing my ground, back tall, poised for action.

"We are having try-outs next week. Your profile says you cheer, so we expect you to be there." She waltzed off, flicking her hair as she turned. 

Was I even ready to ‘cheer’ again? The fake smiles and energetic betrayal. Was it really a clique I wanted to be a part of?

The teeming noise of the academy's student body was enough to drive anyone insane. Why were they still staring, with wide eyes and smirked expressions? My bottom lip quivered as I chewed down. Pulling tightly on my backpack, I needed to get out of there, disappear, gain control. I wasn’t used to all the attention anymore. 

My palpitations eased as I made my way to the main office. 

“Yes?” the old receptionist shrilled.

“Hello, I’m new. I was told to come to reception.”

“New?” She pushed her glasses further up her nose.

“I’m Taylor, I just moved here.”

“Ah, yes indeed! Sorry, it has been quite the morning,” she exclaimed with a warming smile. “You’ll need this.” She handed me a welcome pack with a dusty front cover. “Everything you need will be in here.”

“Thanks.” I smiled, opening the pack.

My first class was in the lab. I groaned. Triple sciences again! It wasn’t something I wanted to repeat. Then again, at my last school, Mr. Reed was a dull, monotone guy that had more passion for sleeping than teaching. Surely it wouldn't be any worse than that?

Back in the hallway, the bell rang. Masses of students filtered into classrooms, brushing past me as I hurried to find my way. 

“Pack it in!” a teacher yelled as the jocks threw the ball from player to player. 

The rest of the students ran into one room or another, with a few trailing behind, sneaking in at the last minute. And there I stood, the new girl, completely alone and five minutes late. 

“In here!” A cheery red-headed girl peered out of a doorway, waving me over.

As I arrived, a class of twenty-odd students sat before me. 

“Miss Morai, this is the new girl. She took a wrong turn." 

Miss Morai turned and smiled sweetly. 

"Ah, yes. Welcome,” she said looking at her register, “Taylor, I presume?” I nodded in response. “Well, Taylor, as I’ve told Rowena before...” She smirked at the rosy-haired girl, “please call me Clara. We are all friends here.”

Rowena pulled me over to a seat beside her. 

“As she said, I’m Rowena,” she laughed. 

“To recap, we are looking at the idea behind the cell, human biology at its most basic form. Now, who knows the name of the different parts of a cell?”

Rowena’s hand shot up. 

“Ribosomes, nucleus, erm...”

“Excellent, Rowena. Anyone else?”

A darkened character from the back section of the class spoke. 

“Would it not depend on the type of creature analysed?” His face drew back into shadow as only his piercing blue eyes caught my own. Familiarity touched me as he hid away, disappearing from light.

“Erm,” she stuttered. “Yes, it does. But for this session, lets concentrate on the human cell, shall we?”

“Indeed,” he spoke, with a flash of teeth.

Staring out of the window, I phased out of the rest of the class. My vision blurred as I lost myself watching the autumn trees twist and twirl to draw in the equinox. I felt drained, the move had been tough, and I still struggled to concentrate on anything. The medication I was on didn’t help, it made me so tired. It was like my mind needed something more, something bigger, something brighter. Then again, perhaps it was best I left that brightness elsewhere. I didn't want to take out the whole of the academy with whatever laser beam I’d conjured up. I had the back scars to prove ‘they’ existed. So, if they did exist, then perhaps so did I. Perhaps I really did survive that day, and this was somehow not a part of my own manipulated Hell. Not that I felt hot or fiery at that moment, but really... if this was Heaven, would I be sitting in a creepy dim lit classroom talking about human biology? Then yes, I must have survived, as I couldn’t make that crap up. So, if I survived, with scars and all, then ‘they’ were real and the light that took out the subway had also existed. It’d come from me, spread out like the wings of an angel, collapsing the world around me. How much of a threat was I to everyone around me? I could blink, and they’d eviscerate. Not something I wanted to include on my curriculum vitae. Taylor Lane: normal, boring, deadly.  

The bell shrilled that it was time for lunch. Two hours had gone by. How did I miss that? Time passed so quickly when I’d drifted into my own realm of thoughts. I’d like to say they were happy thoughts about pretty pink unicorns, but I doubt even those things existed. Then again, who would have thought the world had such a darkness surrounding it? Who would have believed the universe to be aligned to the side of evil? I’d like to say fluffy bunnies and magical unicorns exist, but then who am I kidding? After all, where’s the balance as I side step through one nightmare to the next, where’s the happiness gone?

"Taylor, has anyone shown you around the school yet?" Clara Morai smiled quaintly.

"No, not yet. I have a map though," I said, fumbling in my backpack.

Rowena walked over. 

"I'll show her, Miss Morai."

"Thank you." I smiled.

"Come on, Taylor, it’s lunchtime." Rowena said as she tugged at my arm.

Rowena marched out, like a guide on a London bus tour. We headed past a mural of artwork, something my mum would have loved. She hadn't been just an artist, she was an inspiration. Hurrying along, I couldn’t help but take in the beauty of the academy's stonework. It reminded me of an old Victorian mansion, just like in the romance novels I read. I felt drawn to a strange cabinet stashed away in the shadows. What on Earth’s in there? The school was getting more peculiar by the second. The tag read “Mochlan's Hammer and Victoria Bane's Scythe.” Why would a school have its own weapons stash? Granted they were dusty, probably a good sign, but still.

The rest of the cabinet was filled with old photos and dusty trophies. Alongside these was a diary dating back to World War One. It described the academy as a place of death and destruction, haunted by the ghosts of those lost there. According to the description, half of the academy was destroyed, only to be rebuilt later.

I was a history buff, loved researching into mysteries and "times gone by." It didn’t exactly make me the most popular kid on the block, but it did make me a mystery of my very own. 

“Come on, slow coach!” Rowena yelled as I dawdled behind. “First, we’ve got to go where the cool kids hang out... and by cool kids, I obviously mean me!” She laughed, linking arms and eagerly pulling me along. 

She was quite an excitable character, and as she wrapped herself around the maze of corridors, I felt quite lost in my new environment. The ‘lounge’ was where the locals hung out; a chilled-out room with sofas, beanbags, and foosball tables. Rowena ran over to a group of jocks and ushered me to follow. Did I really want to engage with this crew? 

“Taylor, come on!” she yelled. 

I walked over as a familiar face paused when he saw me.

“It’s you! He said you’d survived.”

“Huh?” Did I know him? He felt familiar, but I had no clue where we’d met before.

“Ah, you don’t remember. That’s okay.” He smiled and bounded off, as I ran to catch up to Rowena.

"Where’s the cafeteria, Rowena?" I asked, stomach growling.

Rowena laughed. 

"Haven't you been listening to me?" She pushed open the huge wooden doors. 

A herd of excited teenagers ran around the hall, grabbing at trays and throwing food over the tables. Jeez, it’s like a zoo in here! I even started to sound like my mother. 

I glanced around, taking in the sights as Rowena dragged me over to the dinner queue. It looked like meatloaf, or something I couldn't quite pronounce. 

“That won't do your figure any good!” the head cheerleader pronounced, passing me a salad.

“Actually, I’d rather have a burger,” I directed my words to the dinner lady, as she passed me an undercooked burger.

“Ah, so that's how it is. Must be nice not to have to worry about your figure.” She grinned, walking away.

“Gross!” Rowena yacked. “You’re not actually going to eat that, are you?” 

“Oh, well, no. I guess not.” What is it with people and their food?

She continued telling me about one of the jocks, Ricky, I think; the one with the blond hair and blue eyes. She was besotted with him and fully prepped me on his daily schedule. Rowena was a typical girly girl, interested in boys, make-up and pretty clothes. It was sweet and reminded me of my former self, but it seemed trivial now.

Gazing around the room, I felt drawn to another group. At first, I only heard murmurs, the odd word here and there, as they whispered attentively to each other. Then I began to concentrate on them, almost zooming in, picking out whole sentences.

“She was my first kill man, ‘ave some respect!” he growled.

"She's here," one of them shushed. “Keep your voice down mate,” he said, punching the guy in the shoulder.

"Shush, she's listening," another lad spoke as he rose from his chair, grinning, snaking his way across the hall toward me. 

He moved with an elegant, yet deadly, composition. His muscular body seduced every girl in sight as he curled and whipped around them in a mysterious manner. His soft brown hair shone with the light that cascaded through the open window, bouncing off his olive skin, absorbed into his supple lips.

Behind me, I sensed darkness encroaching, and as I turned I saw them; the cheerleader, the familiar guy from the break room, and the shadowed boy with piercing blue eyes, all standing tall by their table. The boy that flowed towards me growled deeply. But despite the obvious hatred between them, he ignored it and carried on towards me.

I stood motionless in the dinner queue watching the events unfold. The shadowed guy took a step forward, forcing the boy to halt his position. The boy held up his hands, as if to swing a white flag, and they all sat down beneath the window, watching, waiting.

Just as the approaching boy reached me, Rowena dropped her tray. The blue-eyed mystery sat silently, staring, ready to pounce as the grinning boy held out his hand to take mine.

When our hands touched, a shiver ran through me and a moment of recognition flashed before my eyes, something eternal and before my time, a feeling shared between me and him. There was something about this boy, he felt close to me, different to me, unique somehow and at ease with me knowing it.

Studying my expression, he grinned. 

"And who are you?" he asked.

"I could ask the same question."

He laughed 

"Hmm, I’ll go first. I’m Harland, part of the Arellano family. Your turn."

After collecting her tray and cleaning up the mess, Rowena turned and stopped talking, staring right at Harland. Looking at her, he snarled. 

"Rowena. Let me guess, you were first in line to show our new girl around?"

Rowena stood frozen as her lip quivered in response. 

"Taylor," I said, standing tall.

"What?" he said, as he fixated on me.

"You asked my name, it’s Taylor, Taylor Lane."

"Ah, you look familiar, Taylor. Have we met before?"

"Is that the line you use on all the girls?" I smirked.

"Well, you’d be the first." He grimaced.

"It may need work," I laughed. 

He kissed my hand. 

“I’ll do that then, Taylor,” he said as he turned and walked away.

Rowena gasped. 

"No-one speaks to Harland, Taylor, no-one."

"Why?" I asked

“He gets nasty. Rumoured to have put Joe in the ground last term. He’s not right in the head.”

"He was alright. A little abrupt, maybe." I smiled and followed Rowena over to a table of cheery teens, all waiting to prey on the new girl.

The teens introduced themselves. The first was a ginger-haired boy called Chase but known by his nickname Carrot top, very original. Chase, or Carrot as I’d been asked to call him, was talkative, knowledgeable, and quite interested in everything I had to say. 

Next to him sat a girl called Jessie. She appeared friendly, didn't say much, but anything she did say brought the boys to her side. She was what you would call a natural beauty. She didn't need make-up or fancy clothes.

Then was Pearce. Now Pearce looked dark and devilish, a trickster of sorts, he cracked jokes and was apparently known as the class clown. Pearce did anything for a laugh. He was a daredevil at heart and didn't care much about risk or retribution.

Finally, the twins introduced themselves as Emma and Jake, both with blond hair, brown eyes, and a caring nature. Apparently, they’d never been to London. I told them I would be going back to visit family there, so perhaps some time they could join me.  Grandpa Leland would love the company, he’d lived on his own for years. For the rest of the lunch period everyone sat talking, listening, and laughing. It was nice to laugh again.

Every so often I caught the cheerleader, the boy from break, and Mr. blue eyes watching our little group. Harland had disappeared, and where he had gone worried me.

"You do that a lot, don't you?" Rowena smirked, watching me.

"What?" I asked, yawning.

"Drift off." She laughed. "It's okay, you'll get used to everyone."

"If I can remember everyone's names tomorrow, I'll be thankful," I said, laughing.

We left my new-found friends and headed off to the library.

“It’s free period. What was it you wanted to find out about?”

“Oh, the cabinet earlier? There was a strange hammer and scythe in there. What were they for?”

“I have absolutely no idea, but maybe try the History of Elvington over there,” she said, pointing to the back part of the library.

I headed over to delve into the historical section, breathing in the smell of old books, a whirlwind of forgotten knowledge.

Running my finger along the titles, I noted how quiet the corner of the library was. I pulled out a book, The Doomsday Book, and glanced through its contents. Elvington appeared halfway down the list. Flipping to that chapter, I noticed that it gave a comprehensive timeline, but nothing that mentioned Stonebridge Academy, which I thought odd considering it was the largest building in the village. Putting the book down, I photographed the timeline and placed the book gently back on to the shelf, ready for its next curious scholar.

Around the corner I found many books on the historical accounts of different philosophers and scientists. There were also a few books on the moon landing and space flight and a couple on the dawn before time, describing the big bang and dinosaurs trampling over the Earth. If you wanted history, this library had it. It seemed to have everything. Well, everything except the history of Stonebridge Academy with its mysterious weapon collection.

Lost in a world of thought, I carried on looking through the titles. 

“If you are looking for truth, you’re reading in the wrong section,” the mysterious blue-eyed boy said, startling me.

“I, err,” I stuttered. 

There was something about the boy, something different, beyond the realm of mortal explanation. And yet, he felt familiar. I almost longed for his presence. His pale skin and piercing blue eyes could capture any girls heart. His eyes, though, they shone unnaturally, glistening with the sparkle of a polished, blue diamond. He was softly spoken, with an open stance and athletic build. Who was this boy and how did I know him?

“You were looking at history?” he said, running his fingers over the spines, book after book after book.

“Err, yes.”

“What history do you desire to find?”

“Nothing, really. It doesn’t matter.”

“Everything matters, Taylor.”

“Yes, I suppose it does. I wondered what the weapons were for, in the cabinet near reception.”

“Hmm,” he smirked, “Well, they are items of great importance. I’m sure you will feel a use for their knowledge one day. But today, today isn’t that day.” 

He smiled, brushing past me as he left. The coldness of his touch sent shivers down my spine, and as he left, the delicate scent of sandalwood drifted after him.

I headed back down the spiral staircase to meet Rowena. But with each step I took, the room began to spin, like a merry go round you can’t get off. My head ached, my body shook. 

As I reached the bottom, Harland came into view. Watching me sway, he walked over steadying me. 

"What happened, Taylor? Who were you talking to?" He paused, staring through me. "Ah, yes, now I see. Don’t let him touch you.” 

I remained silent, afraid to talk in case I vomited all over the library floor. I felt faint as Harland gripped my waist, holding me up, helping me out of the library. Standing in the corridor, he took in my drunk expression, cupped his hands around my face and focused on me, searching deep into my eyes.

I started to convulse and gag. 

“It’ll ease,” he said softly, as he pushed me through the door to the girl’s bathroom, clearly sensing my urgent need to vomit. I left him there without a thank you and only just made it to the toilet.

The nausea began to ease, sweaty palms dried, and vision settled. What happened? It felt like an anxiety attack. Something had affected me, but what?

The bell shrilled, hordes of students ran across the halls, school buses collected and left, darkness drifted in as the lights flickered. How long had I been here? I sat on the toilet contemplating life.
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Chapter 4
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Leaving the bathroom, my mind was elsewhere as I missed the obvious. The sun had begun to disappear, hiding itself away behind the autumn clouds. 

A meandering fog trickled through the windows above as the temperature dropped dramatically. At the end of the corridor the outer doors flung open. A gush of wind stormed through the building at such a speed, as if to escape the looming horror that lay in wait outside. I shivered, breathing heavy, my hair wavered, sheltering me from the severity of the typhoon of leaves before me. They mesmerised me as they danced. When they reached me, they created a symphony of colours swarming around my legs, up and over my body. Hypnotised by their colourful motion I smiled, drawn forward like a magnet towards its pole. It was beautiful, like rainbows of unicorns and candyfloss. Feeling the warmth of love flow through my body, I stood captured by their dance.

Then it came, a shrilling scream unlike no other. My mind no longer lived in such a happy place. Instead, it froze as the drill of fear pulsated through my veins. Rushing for cover, struggling for breath, a lump formed in my throat. I gasped for air, shivering uncontrollably. Something was wrong, badly wrong. It was fight or flight all over again and all I could do was run and hide. Clutching my arms around my chest, burying my head, I whimpered like a child, waiting for the banshee's wail to end. 

It must be in my head, my mind taking over, hysteria beating me down again. I'm trapped here. My body tensed up, shaking, and stumbling against its natural rhythm. Then I saw them. Stomach clenched, I stood face to face with the destiny before me. Three distinct figures appeared, shrouded in darkness. One by one they came, drifting unnaturally towards me. Were these the ghosts of the past? Was it happening again? I closed my eyes tight, held my breath. They’re not there! They’re not there! Fists clenched, I tried to take control.

As they came, all remaining light fled to the walls in fear. The shadows faltered as three silhouettes stood tall in the doorway. The darkness enveloped them as they glided in, parting the masquerade of autumn leaves, like Moses crossing the red sea. With each footstep the density of the air increased, breathing faltered, eyes watered. I gulped, choking on my own inability to breathe. Shifting incessantly, I knew I needed to leave, to get away.

They all appeared male, all with an essence of familiarity. But these looked different, more pronounced, unique. The male on the left was tall, skinny and partially hooded. His face moved as though there were creatures burrowing beneath his skin. He growled in hunger with the strength of a predator threatening its prey. I backed into the wall, tears streamed down my face. He wasn’t human. This couldn’t be real, not again! My body was too heavy to move, to run away.

The next figure had a distinct air of severity. His frozen eyes captured my own, as he left a trail of ice blanketing the floor behind him. He felt violent, his anger tormented his mind as he lashed out. What was he attacking? Was I his next target? My mind sunk as I began to see the slitherings of rotten corpses rising from the ground before me. My back burned with fearful anticipation. I was vulnerable, easy pickings. 

The final male, there was something different about him. Butterflies flickered through my stomach as my gaze found his, his piercing blue eyes lit up as he smiled warmly. My heart faltered as I felt relieved. It had been my mind playing tricks on me again. These were just boys, not ghosts, or demonic creatures, and I knew them. Well, at least I’d met all but one of them earlier that today. Three devastatingly beautiful figures, capturing my own heart, luring me along every step of the way. 

They had almost reached me when it happened. A heaviness swarming around me, my friend called fear had crept its way up my backbone again. Even the eyes of the final guy gave out a fearful glance of terror. What did he see? What couldn’t I see? They were looking right behind me, as my hairs stood up on end. An ice-cold breath beat against the back of my neck. It was that moment when you think something's behind you, know it’s there, but you daren’t look. If you look, then it’s real, the monsters really are there. And that means all the nightmares weren’t nightmares, all those terrors really did exist, and right then, right at that moment, they’re actually right behind you. Can you feel that fear? That’s it, that’s the creature I’m talking about. The one breathing on your neck, you can’t see it, you can feel it, you know it’s there. And right then, it was behind me.

Shivering inexplicably, I struggled to breathe. Heaviness pounded me down as pure terror filled the boy’s eyes. What was happening? My chest pounded, vision blurred. My reflection in the glass cabinet faltered. What was that around me? I wasn’t alone. My body was being torn down by shadows, darkness with teeth. What are they? I can’t go through this again! Get them off me! They smelt vile, tainted by death, rotting corpses siphoning me dry of energy. I can’t move! Pain seared through me as my nerves ignited. It burns! They clawed at my skin as they gripped, wrapping their bodies around my own. It was real, they were real. I had hoped London was just my own mad hysteria taking over. But no, they were real. I cried as the taste of salty tears cushioned my lips. I panted for air, breathing rapidly, gasping through the tightness. Panic screeched through me. Pain enraged the back of my throat. My eyelids fluttered as I fell, disappearing into the darkness, in a pit of surreal desperation.

In an instant, the final boy leapt forward at a revolutionary speed, catching me on his out-laid knee. I saw the worry in his deep blue eyes, the boy that saved my soul. The other two were dancing through the gloom with silvered blades, creating a show of ice and fire, ripping through the darkness as I lay cold. Every part of me burned inside, as though I had been coated by lava on a hot summer's day. My body jolted and spasmed, begging to breathe. I had no control anymore. My mind slept as my eyes flickered. Peace finally took over. I gave into the pain as the darkness took me and I slowly closed my eyes. Losing myself as I drifted, unconsciously taking in the scent of wooded aftershave with a subtle hint of sandalwood.

Thud Thud Thud.

The pressure was immense, like an alien bursting out of me. How was I still alive? Burgh, my mouth tastes like I’ve licked a copper pot. My nose hurts, burns in fact, what is that smell? It’s like scorching sulphur searing my nose hairs. 

Why can’t I see? Why won’t my eyes open? The darkness, it’s taken me, I’m dead again! I must be! 

“Take your time.” The familiarity of a smoky voice softened.

“My eyes, they won’t open!”

“They will. Give them time.”

My eyes strained to open, giving way to the glaring orange light as it burnt through my retina. Yelping, I closed them again. 

An icy hand brushed against my arm, sending shivers down my spine. The chatter of three distinct voices took over, arguments, deafening whispers.

Breaking through my mind's story, an authoritative voice rose above the others. 

"Quiet, we must make sense of this." 

A moment passed, the silence was deafening and although not a soul spoke, the ravenous sounds of a barking dog outside bellowed within my ears.

“What the Hell?” a distant voice yelled, footsteps hurriedly getting closer. 

“Harland, keep out of this,” the authoritative voice demanded.

“Keep out of what? What did you do, Julian?” Harland yelled with only a grunt in response.

“We haven’t done anything. The shadelings attacked her.”

“What? Why?”

“How am I supposed to know?”

“Go away, Harland, the Darkwaters will handle this,” Julian demanded.

“Yeah, that’s what concerns me.”

“Mate, you’re more dangerous than any of us,” a honeyed voice spoke.

“I’m not your mate, Nicolas!” Footsteps pounded the floor, the ripping of clothes echoed around us as an almighty roar shattered the silence.

“Nic! Not now!” Julian yelled.

“Yeah, listen to your leader.”

“I wouldn’t taunt the beast, Harland. Don’t forget you’re vulnerable right now.”

“Only for a few more days, Lucian, then she could be mine in an instant. You know that!”

“No, Harland, she isn’t anyone’s. She should make up her own mind.”

“Says the stalker... watched her in the shower lately, Lucian?”

“Harland!” the severe voice boomed. 

“It’s a joke, Julian. We all know he doesn’t have x-ray vision, jeez,” he laughed.

“Nic, we’ll meet you back home,” Julian said, receiving a deafening roar in response.

“Yeah, Nic, head home to mummy.”

“Enough!” Lucian yelled.

“Yeah, well, perhaps he shouldn’t piss me off then,” he screeched as a herd of footsteps battled around my fallen body.

“Get off me, Lucian!” Harlan yelled.

“Don’t forget, I can end you anytime, mate,” Lucian hissed.

The scent of roses wafted through the air, as the voice of the head cheerleader rose up beside me. 

“Give it up, girls, you’re acting like she’s a prize to be won.” She paused. “She needs to go home and rest. She’s no good to anyone like this.”

“Oh, hello Elisha,” Harland lulled.

“I can’t always protect her there.” Lucian said.

“You’ve protected her so far. It’s just another night.”

“Fine. I’ll take her home.”

“No zapping her of energy again, mate!” Harland sounded smug.

Lucian picked me up as though I was as light as a feather. His cool, muscular arms cradled my fragile nature. Snuggled into his frozen chest, I shivered. He wasn’t normal. I’ve only ever felt that when I touched my grandma's arm, right before they buried her. I still remember her swollen hands and orange make-up. They just don’t look human anymore. What if he isn’t human? He didn’t have the warming touch of one. But then how did he live? What made him real? Was he even real? Perhaps I’m still dead and this is my version of Hell? It could be, I wouldn’t know, would I?

Okay, I’ve got to calm down, must take control. I’m better than this... deep breath in ... one, two, three, four, five ... deep breath out ... six, seven, eight, nine, ten ... and relax. 

The soft trickling of arctic fingers brushed against my face. With tingling lips, he whispered “you’re safe now”.  My stomach swirled as my eyelids parted to see a strong face of porcelain skin staring back at me. I remained hypnotised by his affectionate expression as his deep blue eyes pierced through my own.

“It’ll take a while for your wounds to heal, Taylor." 

How did he know my name? And who was the boy that danced with the devil to save me? Did he know about London, know what they were? Of course, he knew. I remembered him, knew him. I’m sure I did. He was the angel watching over me.

The bang of the car door leapt through my eardrum like a brass band. Every part of me took part in the fearful dance of anguish. Adrenaline screamed through my body. Shock took over and I held on tight, gripping my knees, cocooning myself, hiding from reality one more time. Pain burrowed deep behind my eyes. Wincing, I held them shut. Tensed up, biting down, I couldn't hold it together anymore. With the pain came the hysterical laughter, a manic episode of chaos creased out of me. An ecstatic emotion, as the force of hysteria streamed through my veins, like the fingers of a ghastly being titillating across my skin. HE’S DRUGGED ME! I screeched silently as my mind hollowed out.

“Be calm, it will ease,” he soothed, fastening my seatbelt and then speeding off as we headed to my new Elvington home.
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Chapter 5
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The next morning I woke up bright and early, safe and sound in my bed. How did I get there? I remembered the academy, science, a few more classes, which let’s be honest, I couldn't remember much about. But what happened next? How did I get home?

Outside a car engine growled. 

“Taylor, your rides here!” Dad shouted.

“What ride?”

“Blimey, girl, you really did hit your head.”

Edging closer to the window, I saw a devilishly handsome face, striking blue eyes, and a grin that could command anything of me. Lucian. It all came back; the horror, the pain, the blades. Lucian. What was he? What were any of them? But, wow, did he like to arrive in style. He stood perched beside an aqua blue Chevrolet Camaro. 1969, by the look of it. I’d always had an interest in classic cars, especially muscle cars. Like my mum's red 67' Mustang back in the day. She loved the classics. I remember it took her over a year to arrange for the import, but it was her baby. Well, until my Dad had to sell it.  He said it's what she would have wanted, but I still believe he regrets the decision. Not the house, he loves the house and his new job here, but he misses the Mustang. It reminded him of her, the way her hair would whip around wildly when she let it loose on the roads outside of London central. If only she had taken the Mustang that day, then maybe she would still be here.

“Bye Dad, Caleb!” I shouted as I ran out of the house. 

“Taylor, your pancakes!” Dad yelled. I ran over, took the bag, and kissed him on the cheek. 

I felt good, even with the obvious issue of the previous day's monstrosities, I still felt good. You see, I knew it was real. All of it. All those therapy sessions, the shrinks, and the institution. It was all real, and more fool of them for not believing me. Dad thought it’d be good to move away, start fresh here in Elvington. He wouldn’t keep me locked away. After the hospital, they arrested me and hid me away in a mental institute. Dad said he’d already lost my mother, there was no way he would let them take me as well. I spent six months in that hell hole, and almost began to believe them, too. Daily, they tried conditioning me to believe my memories were stories of my own vivid imagination. I almost fell for it. But Dad came to the rescue. He’d managed to get it overruled and my name cleared. Apparently, the little girl had said I’d blown the subway up, then with my mental break, I was an easy arrest. Why they believed a pre-schooler was anyone’s guess. Granted, the explosion sure looked like it’d come from me, but they couldn’t find any catalyst, except me, and who’s going to believe a then sixteen-year-old girl could blow up a subway station with her mind? Exactly. No one. The case was thrown out, and now that I’m here to get away from it all, the irony is, the supernatural finds me.

“Good morning, Taylor Lane. And how is your head this morning?”

“Cut the crap, Lucian, I remember everything.”

“Okay, well, that is unexpected.” He paused. “Shall we go for a ride?”

“Are you sure you want to be around me after what you saw happen in the subway? I know you were there.”

“Ah, yes, you are a puzzle I’d love to crack.” He smiled. “But there’s no need to worry, I’m not fearful of your laser beams.” He laughed, holding open the car door.

“Yes, but I might be of your driving!” 

He continued to laugh as I pulled on my seatbelt.

“So, when you said ride, you did mean to Stonebridge, didn’t you?”

“Well, if that’s where you want to go? But I thought we could head to my home. Somewhere private to talk”

“Erm...”

“Why do you seem nervous?”

“Because we just met.”

“You know that isn’t true, Taylor.”

“Well, there’s the answer to my first question. You are the boy from the subway.”

“Yes, indeed I am.”

The rest of the journey, I sat silently. Who was this boy? And why did he seem so interested in me? There’s a time in your life, a turning point, and this, this was it. I was entrusting my safety to a stranger that had been watching me over the last year and a half. It screamed of a stalker to me, but that was the mortal head on my shoulders talking. I knew the supernatural head would say he’s something different, something more. For some reason, the boy cared for me.

We veered to the right, heading away from civilisation and over a dirt path that took us through the forest. About a mile in, the sunlight dimmed as the trees loomed over, shadowing the area from peering eyes as we delved deeper into the darkness. It was hard to tell day or night there, as the environment lay twisted in shadow. It certainly screamed horror movie, but still, I felt an awe of mystery and intrigue, yearning for answers as curiosity cautioned my mind from reality.

Across a rocky bridge, we drove onto a paved driveway, a long one at that, lit by Victorian style lamps either side. It was surprising to find something so magical hidden away. Cruising along at a slow speed, I took in the glory of the mansion as we arrived. The beauty of it was breath-taking with its white columns, balconies, and Gothic nature. A step back in history, a turn in time.

“1800’s,” he said.

“What?”

“You were wondering when it was built.”

“Oh, well, yes.”

“It’s been in our family since the 1800’s, although I didn’t move in till much after that.” He laughed as we pulled up. The car’s engine halted as my passenger door opened with ease. How did he do that? His speed was unnatural.

“Come on, lets head inside,” he said, offering his hand.

Inside the mansion everything was perfectly still, you’d hear a pin drop in the unearthly place. The hall surrounding me rose up past the chandelier into the second and third floors.  The sky framed the hallway with a glass roof high above, adding nature to such a remarkable build. 

“It’s beautiful,” I exclaimed.

“Yes, it’s certainly something. Come, I’ll show you the best part.”

“There’s better?”

“There’s always better!” he exclaimed, as he pulled me along and up the curved staircase. 

The intimate details were stunning, even the handrail was curved, carved in wood, and textured like the body of a snake.

At the top of the stairs, on the third floor, the mansion opened up. A space as large as the building itself, with the magnificent glass ceiling.

“At night, you can watch all the stars,” he said, directing me over to the domed centre, “and if you look over in that direction, you’ll see the academy and all of Elvington out on display.”

“Wow!” I couldn’t think of anything better to say.

“Indeed,” he smiled, “we call this the Watchtower.”

“I can see why. It’s beautiful.”

“This is my favourite place. It's peaceful and, as you say, beautiful,” he said, looking over at me.

“Come sit with me,” he stated, patting the seat beside him, and I did. 

Sitting back in one of the comfiest sofas I had ever sat in, I felt relaxed. 

I’d never leave the place if it were mine. I was surprised he even came to school. Boy, what you could learn in that house would be amazing. I bet he used the telescope to watch the stars, hmm...and the people. Should I be concerned? He hadn't done anything to hurt me. He had saved me, in fact, from those shadowed creatures. Either way, I wanted to hear him out.

“So, what were they?” I asked.

“Which what are you talking about?”

“Well, start from the beginning.”

“I think it’d take centuries to cover that.”

“Okay, from the subway, from when my Mum died.”

“I am sorry about your mum, Taylor,” he murmured “and the hundreds that perished that day.”

“It wasn’t your fault, was it?” I asked.

“No, I’m afraid you were all caught in the middle of a battle being fought for centuries. We try to save human lives, but that day, we weren’t prepared for its army of shadelings.”

“Shadelings?”

“Yes, the creatures that attacked you yesterday.”

“Oh, those.” I shuddered. 

“What was the beast?”

“The beast, it’s a creature created centuries before your time. An old weapon in an arsenal of tragedy. It escaped the city and we’ve been tracking it ever since.”

“What city?” I asked.

“Why, Enoch, of course,” he said, puzzled. 

“Erm?”

“Don’t you know of it?”

“No, should I?”

“I must be mistaken, but I thought you were ‘different’ like us.”

“I’m just human.”

“Never say 'just humans.' They are a magnificent creation all on their own. And no, you’re not human.”

“But I was.”

“What do you mean?” he said.

“It all changed at the subway. I couldn’t see them before.”

“What do you mean? What changed?”

“I turned sixteen, blew out the candle, and all hell broke loose.”

“Oh, I didn’t know. What are you, then, Taylor?”

“I really have no clue, Lucian.”

“I think you need to speak to Lawrence. He’s our leader, our father in some respects. He will know what’s happening to you.”

“Okay. Where is he?”

“He is away on business right now. But I shall bring you back here to talk with him. Perhaps over dinner one evening? Then you can see the stars yourself.”

“Thank you.” I blushed “That would be lovely.” 

He smiled. 

Did he just invite me on a date to see the stars? No, it’s to meet his leader. Is it?

“Would you like something to drink, eat?” he asked.

“No, I’m good thanks... but, could you tell me about the shadelings?” I asked. “Why do they attack me?”

“That I don’t know. Perhaps it’s because they know you can see them, you’re a threat to them now. Especially after you took down the whole subway with your light, you shone like an angel!” he exclaimed.

“Maybe.” I paused. “But what are they?”

When Lucian spoke of the shadelings, he spoke in a sympathetic tone. He said they could not help what they were. They craved the energy of life, it’s what sustained them, enabling them to grow. With enough energy, it had been known for them to heal and change back into what they once were. 

The ones who had attacked me were vile, rotting corpses; their bodies were misted around the edge as if they were darkness themselves. They could manipulate their surroundings, absorbing the light and heat around them turning light to dark, warm to cold. They smelt of death, and perhaps they were death, in one manner or another. 

Their hunger reminded me of that of a rabid dog, and Lucian said I wasn't far wrong. He said they were telepathic and could communicate with each other through a connection only the shadelings shared. They not only craved energy, but they desired life itself. And for them, to take someone's last breath was the purest form of ecstasy. It gave them the ability to feel again and walk alongside humanity. However, the energy they consumed only lasted a short while, but it was the connection they craved, and that was what they killed for.

Over the years the creatures had changed. They were originally among the most beautiful, but their physical appearance started to mirror their own personalities, grotesque to the core. With their faded beauty, they could no longer lure humanity in, so they fulfilled their hunger and desire by turning to the dead or dying, humanity’s easy pickings. Then they became the hideous creatures I had seen. They had taken on the shape of a darker form of humanity, one that terrified children in their sleep. The monster under the bed, so to speak. They feared no one and nothing. They were hunters in the night, nocturnal creatures with no emotion. They ripped through humanity one by one and nothing could stop them but themselves. They were powerful, very powerful, and as a child of Lilith's, they eventually embraced their true nature. Because of that, they lived with an abundance of riches, taking anything, they desired, including mortals as slaves and pets. They saw humans as below them, a toy to play with. But over the years they grew tired of humanity and took to killing their slaves, feasting on their dead corpses with a craving so deep it destroyed them.   They ended lives, fed on corpses, and drank the soul from within. Turning into cannibals, they digested their bodies into their own, even those whose flesh had already begun to wither and rot. 

The energy they took sustained them in a way that wasn't meant to be. They were monstrosities and with every bite they took, they became increasingly delusional. The madness took over and they began to attack each other, killing anyone and anything in sight. As they feasted on dead blood, their souls slipped further away. They then only remained in shadow, living in a realm beyond our own, only coming out into our world with a need to destroy and decimate.

"That's horrifying!"

"Yes, there are many kinds of beings in our world."

"But what are you, Lucian?"

"I am a darkened force built to bring balance. I was once as lost as the shadelings are. But when Lilith found me, she changed me, and now I fight by her side, creating a peace bridging both worlds.”

“Who is Lilith?”

“She’s beyond words, and I am sure if needed, she will come to you to show you the way.”

“What about Elisha and the others? Are they the same as you?”

“No, but their stories are for them to tell.” He thought for a moment. “I can tell you, though, that we all fight together as a clan. We were all lost once, but now, with our purpose, we shine in the darkness.”

“Okay, it’s a lot to take in.”

“Yes, I expect so. Taylor, the day is waning. I must ensure your safety. Would you consider staying here with us?”

“No, I’m sorry. It's stunning, but no. I have my dad and brother to think about.”

“Okay,” he said simply.

“Why do I concern you so much?”

“I... I don’t know, Taylor. There’s something about you,” he said, taking my hand. “I feel a connection, one that I haven’t felt for centuries.”

“Centuries?”

“Yes.”

“Is that why you’ve been watching me?”

“Yes. Lawrence said you were special. You needed to be kept safe.”

“How would he know that, though?”

“He’s what humans would call a seer.”

“Oh, okay.”

“I never minded watching you. I just wish I could have reached out sooner.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“You weren’t ready, you needed to be free from London. I dropped hints about Elvington with your father.”

“You met him?”

“No, we never met.”

“Then how did you drop hints?”

“I just helped. I believe it was the academy ringing that sparked his enthusiasm. They rang to offer their condolences. After all, your mother was quite the star around here. Everyone knew of the famous artist that grew up right here in Elvington.”

“Then I guess we have you to thank for moving here.”

“I wouldn’t thank me yet. Let’s see what the future holds first, shall we?” He smiled. “You have a decision to make, Taylor Lane.”

“What’s that, Lucian Darkwater?” I smiled.

“If you want to live or die.”

“Erm, okay. Live obviously.”

“Then we need to train you.”

“Train me for what?”

“To defend yourself. You’re very powerful, from what I saw. You just need to learn how to access that power, control and wield it.”

“Okay, but how?”

“For now, let’s get you home. Tomorrow you’ll meet Lawrence and we can start from there.” He said as I nodded.

Was I ready for this? A world behind my own? Was it wrong of me to wish for slumber parties and boy talk? Surely, that’s what I should be doing with my life. Jeez, I was only 17. It wasn’t right. It was hard enough losing mum, but to have to change, to adapt to a whole new world. I couldn't see that happening anytime soon. I couldn't even bring myself to look under the bed, let along fight monsters in a blindfolded world.  

He was right though, whoever he really was. If I didn't toughen up, the world would take me down with it. I was one of the lucky ones, I guessed, at least I knew the truth. Man, if people had seen what I saw in the subway they’d never sleep again. The world would ignite in chaos, suicides, mass murders. It wasn't their fault, they were just normal. Hooked up on their simple lives, blissfully unaware of the danger we live in. What I’d give to be that ignorant once again.
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Chapter 6
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The alarm bell chimed as I reached out attempting to locate it. It couldn’t be morning already. I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept long enough that the drill of my alarm woke me up. But that morning I felt rested, relaxed even, and woke up with a sweet smile on my face. It looked a beautiful day out and one I was sure would be enchanting.

Outside, the sound of an old car horn escaped swiftly into the air. There he was, the dark handsome Lucian standing with his shades on beside his 69' Camaro. The car alone made me tingle inside, never mind the blue-eyed boy that drove it.

The smell of burnt pancakes drifted through the household again. I rushed downstairs to grab a couple of the less singed ones, thanked my father, and ran out to meet Lucian.

“Good morning, Taylor. How are you on this bright and beautiful morning?” he asked as he opened the car door for me. 

He was as chirpy and mysterious as ever; his modulated tone soothed the soul of even the most tiresome creature.

“I did sleep much better. Thanks, Lucian. I think talking about everything helped.”

“That’s music to my ears. Now we must stay together today, just to ensure that the shadelings that want to devour your soul are gone.”

“Delightful,” I remarked. He even made the deadly shadelings sound half pleasant. “When can we start training?” I asked as we drove away.

“There’s no rush. There is much you need to learn. I’ll take you to meet Lawrence tonight. Is that okay with you?” he asked. 

“Of course, that would be great.”

“It’s settled then. I shall bring you home after classes and come by to collect you later.”

“Thank you, Lucian,” I smiled. 

How could someone feel so known to me? It was as though Lucian had been a part of me all my life. Thinking back to when the three Darkwaters first walked in, it was as though they had awaited my arrival, but why? How had they known about me? Then again, the receptionist at the academy had said they rarely got any new starters. It appeared our family was the talk of the town, so of course they knew about me. 

Maybe I should have just accepted it, whatever it was. Be happy for a change. But I couldn’t help thinking that something deep inside was urging me to be careful, look behind me, watch what I was doing. That savage instinct had become a part of me since London, never trusting of anyone or anything. Christ, I rarely trusted my own eyes, until yesterday. Yesterday made sense. Even with all the talk of the supernatural, the monsters of the night. Somehow it made me feel safer. How was that possible? But then, knowledge is a powerful thing.

In fact, who was I sitting in the car with? What was he? He briefly explained it. A darkened protector working for Lilith. Whoever that was. And what was with the icy hands? Nothing made sense, I’d seen too many horror films to know this wasn’t going anywhere nice. But I couldn’t help it. I liked the guy, and for some reason, trusted him. He made me smile again, and that was good enough.

We arrived at the academy in plenty of time, pulling up in his own VIP space next to the rest of the Darkwaters. How did a student have their own space saved? Perhaps their leader had donated a lot of money to the school, bought the space for their classic cars? I had a lot of questions teeming around my mind, yet no answers to the meandering thoughts.

Breaking me away from the puzzlement that he was, Lucian spoke softly. 

“We're here, Taylor. You've been lost in thought for quite some time. Anything you would like to share?”

“No, nothing that can’t wait,” I replied, smiling. “One question, though.”

“Yes?”

“Do you think the shadelings will attack me again?”

“Honestly, no, not after we discouraged the ones that went against you. They tend to follow us around, but they know you’re not alone now.” He smiled “Come on, we must make our first class,” he said, holding out his hand as we walked through the bustling array of students and headed to chemistry with Mr. Benwin.

Science class was intriguing. The teacher was accommodating and enjoyed showing me the properties of burning magnesium. His mannerisms were quite multipolar with his diminishing attitude and then his fanatical triumphant shouts of praise and joy. The whole session was enough to leave you feeling dazed and confused. 

But it was fun all the same. I paired up with Lucian, who showed me the knack of lighting a piece of magnesium and mixing chemicals. They sparked and shot fireworks into the air, like a magical spell created in the land of fantasy and fame. His smile was contagious as he took my hand, helping me hold the chemicals at the ready, pulling me away just in time when the bubbling conceal flask sparked with dazzling delights. Mr. Benwin clapped and praised the creation Lucian had come up with and I laughed at his bewildered smile while he politely accommodated Mr. Benwin's manic episode.

When we left, Lucian pushed me along, mistakenly into the arms of Harland. Lucian growled under his breath and Harland squared up, tensing his jawline and ready to fight. I stood there in between them both, apologetically laughing for bumping into him.

“Well, Taylor, feeling human today, are we?” Harland snarled.

“Erm, yes. Thanks... and thanks for your help the other day.”

“Yes, you did look agonised by the event. Be careful where you rest,” he said, staring directly at Lucian.

Lucian remained quiet in a defensive stance, and I wasn’t entirely sure whether he was ready to defend me or himself. His eyes glistened with hatred as he fought Harland in his mind. Harland, on the other hand, used all his might, growling at Lucian like a rabid dog ready for the slaughter.

“Well, remember what I told you, Taylor. And come find me should you need any help,” he remarked as he backed off slowly.

“Thank you. I will,” I shouted after him, smiling naively.

Lucian turned to me, took my hand, and smiled, pulling me along to the next class of the day. 

The rest of the day passed uneventful as I spent the time beside Lucian, who even shared the table with Rowena and my newly found friends, rather than alongside his consanguineal family. He was trying hard to fit into my lifestyle, listening to the stories my friends told, laughing alongside my jokes, and soothing my trials and tribulations.

That night I would be heading over to the Darkwaters for a meal with Lucian's family, a few blood tests, and hopefully a barrage of information. 

Lucian drove me home as Dad greeted me with a ruffle of the hair, he still saw me as his baby girl and I believed he always would. Lucian walked in behind me and respectfully smiled. Dad and Lucian exchanged words, both pleasant and respectful in manner. They got on to a conversation of the local jocks playing Cutley in the next competition, upon which I departed upstairs to get changed for our evening with his family.

I stood brushing my hair through, watching my reflection in the mirror. I finished off with my strawberry lip gloss and swept my hair up into a cute little ponytail.

Dressed to dine, we headed out. Lucian complemented my attire as he stepped on the accelerator and we drove off through the country lanes over to his family home. I would catch him watching me every now and again with a warmth in his eyes.

Arriving, the darkened trees cradled the way forward. Shadows loomed ahead as we trailed up the hidden path and over the rocky bridge. The driveway was long, twisted, and turning into a maze of shadow. 

As Lucian pulled up, a faint silhouette moved in the top window. Its structure reminded me of Stonebridge Academy, with a raw Gothic feel that was somewhat disturbingly inviting. Lucian opened the car door and helped me out of the classic. We headed up to the significant front entrance and the door creaked open before it came into full view. A tall elegant figure, I guessed about forty in age, appeared in the doorway. With his long, slim, black cane and dark classic business suit, he looked as though he had recently stepped out of an old 1940’s cinema flick. Lucian led me forward towards the tall figure and as we came to stand one in front of the other, the man took my hand kissing it gently in a respectful manner.

“Taylor, I presume?”

“Yes, and you must be Lucian’s father,” I said, “or leader.” I corrected as he laughed deeply.

“Well, yes, but none of us here are tied by blood. We are all family here and will always be. We protect our own. So, do you have family?” he asked as he led me through into a large elegant hallway.

“Yes, it’s just my father and brother now.”

“Ah, yes, I heard about your mother. I am sorry,” he said sympathetically, placing his hand gently on my shoulder.

“Thank you,” I answered, my voice soft.

He led me through to the sitting room, an elegant room with deep red furnishings and cream walls. There were French shutters wide open, breathing a sigh of fresh air through the room.

“Make yourself at home here. We will be eating out under the stars tonight.”

Outside, a long, modern black table was situated in the centre of an old English garden full of roses, which were beautifully in bloom, full of life and happiness. The setting was adoring with lanterns lit around the table, bringing a touch of dark, Gothic romance to the area. 

Lucian sat down with me on a chaise lounge where I was resting. 

“Are you okay, Taylor? You seem stiff,” he said as I stretched my neck and shoulders.

“Yes, just achy from the attack.”

“I can take that away from you, if you’d like.”

“How?” I asked, wary. 

He laughed as he moved to kneel behind me. Carefully, he swept my ponytail to the side, his cold hands caressed my shoulders. My heart beat faster. Breathing faltered. Sitting upright, I took a deep breath.

“There, that’s where it aches” I said, as he soothed the pain away from the base of my neck, massaging out the knots, easing the discomfort.

“There, how does that feel?” He placed my ponytail back and put his jacket over my shoulders.

“Thank you, much better!”

“Keep it warm, it’ll ease soon.” he said as I smiled in thanks. Sitting beside me again, he took my hand.

“I do enjoy feeling your warmth.”

“Why are you so cold, Lucian?”

“My heart does not beat; my body no longer lives.”

“But how is that possible?”

“Everything is possible somewhere, Taylor.” He smiled.

Nic came bounding into the room. 

“Hey, Taylor. Nice dress. What’s with the jacket?”

“She’s still recovering,” Lucian answered as I smiled.

“Ah, yes, those things are nasty! Not as nasty as the beast, though. You saw it, did you see my killer moves taking that thing down?”

“Erm...”

“She doesn’t know what you are, Nic.” Lucian said.

“Oh, right. Shifter, mate.”

“A what?” I asked.

“A shapeshifter. You know...”

“What, like someone that turns into a werewolf?” I asked as both Lucian and Nic burst out laughing.

“No, jeez no, I’m not one of those mutts. Give me some credit! I’m a bona fide shifter. I can change into any creature whenever I want. Ain’t got to wait for no full moon. Ha! Imagine that.” he laughed, walking on muttering about werewolves.

Nicholas passed Elisha as he left. She was clearly annoyed with me. 

“Leave her be. I want to know about the laser show we saw!” Elisha exclaimed. “You could have killed us, you know!” She smirked.

“I, I don’t know what happened.”

“She’s joking, Taylor. I very much doubt you could kill any of us.” He grinned.

Lucian led the way over to the table and then pulled out a chair for me out a chair for me. 

Opposite, sat a chair covered in ice, frozen solid, as Julian sat down. He was quite big, bulky and scary looking. What was he? Wherever he went, he left a trail of ice. How did no one notice that? Especially at the academy. It’s like the kids were blinded to anything supernatural.

“Ice Demon,” Nic said, sitting down next to me.

“Huh?”

“Julian, he’s an ice demon.”

“Oh, okay.” 

“It doesn’t make sense, does it?”

“What?” I asked.

“Demons are hot, yet he’s icy cold. He’s the only one of his kind left, too. They all melted.” He laughed hard at his own joke. 

“What?” Julian boomed.

“Nothing mate, nothing,” Nic laughed as I blushed, wanting to hide behind anything at that moment. Julian glared at me, he clearly didn’t like me.

Lucian sat the other side. 

“Is Nic causing trouble again?” He smiled.

“Always, mate. You know me.” Nic was still laughing.

“You’ve quite the family, Lucian.”

“Indeed, I have.” He chuckled.

Dinner became a time for family, a time where the Darkwaters came together and discussed all number of things. The dishes served were an exquisite collection of meats served with a decanter of red wine. My glass never emptied. The Darkwaters could sure drink. After a few glasses, the garden swayed, it was as though the family smiled ravenously at my tipsy nature. Lucian excused himself to make a phone call, leaving me alone with Elisha and Lawrence. The father was gentle in nature, a little odd in dress sense for the era, but quaint and quite knowledgeable.

Listening to Elisha and Julian discuss the effect rock music had on youth today was rather a dull, retiring subject. My eyes wandered across the garden and over each rose. There must have been hundreds of varieties. Every colour one could ever dream of. As the wind breezed through the garden, each stem shifted, dropping a few petals which drifted across the air and landed beside me on the table. 

The silence stung the air for a few minutes as I toyed with the rose petals in my hand. 

“It’s a Maritim, Taylor,” Lawrence said. He noticed my blank stare “The rose, it’s called a Maritim.”

“Oh, yes, thank you. It has a beautiful name.”

“Yes, indeed it does. There are many varieties here, would you like me to show you some of the others in our collection?”

“Yes, thank you, that would be lovely, Mr. Darkwater.”

“Please, call me Lawrence.”

“Thank you. I will,” I said, pleased and feeling a little more accepted as he held out his hand to aid me in standing up from my seat. 

We walked towards a vast collection of roses; masses of purples and pinks, deep crimson and golden yellow. 

“They all have many beautiful names, such as the Queen of the Night,” he said pointing over to a beautiful lilac rose with shimmering pink edges. “Here,” he leant over to pluck the rose for me. 

“Oh no, I couldn’t,” I said as he cut the delicate rose to pass to me. As he held it out, a drop of blood dripped from the stem.

“Oh darn,” he said, suckling it as the blood flowed down from the prick of a rose. 

Lucian ran in. 

“Everything alright?” he said, immediately noticing the blood.

Lucian watched as I took the rose from Lawrence, sweeping my finger over the blood coated stem. Why was I drawn to it? What was wrong with me? Hadn’t I seen enough bloodshed?

“Hmm, interesting,” Lawrence said as I gave him a puzzled look. “You desire the blood of another. It’s okay, Taylor, but perhaps not the best idea to be tasting what we call ‘dead’ blood.'”

Lucian continued his phone call as Lawrence and I talked.

“Pardon?” I asked.

“The blood, its sweet substance is like a drug to humans, but you’re not entirely human anymore, are you?”

“I have no idea anymore. What is dead blood, though?” I asked.

“Dead blood is blood that is not connected to a living source, it is blood that has left a living body and been cultivated by your air. It loses its warmth, its taste, and breeds madness. Dead blood is forbidden in our race. You’ve seen what happens to us if we drink it. I believe the shadelings attacked you, or so I heard,” he said with suspicion, eyeing my expression. Silence reigned between us as he clearly pondered the thought. “Perhaps it isn’t blood, but the energy it brings.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like the shadelings, you desire energy, the life force. This is also part of the blood we keep within ourselves. It could be that you look for, not the blood itself,” he paused. “After all, your heart beats, so you’re not a Dark One.”

“Isn’t that what Lucian called himself?”

“Yes... and how much do you know of their kind, Taylor?”

“Next to nothing. He doesn’t want to talk about himself.”

“He rarely does... but I can see that one day he will share this part with you.”

“How?”

“Pardon?” he asked.

“How can you see?”

“Oh, young girl! I’m a seer, of course. I foretold of your coming many years ago. I sought you out and kept watch on you since. Your mother, may she rest in peace, knew of your nature.”

“My mother?”

“Yes, did she not tell you?”

“No, my mother was quite normal, really. Well, except her art, that was rather strange.” I laughed.

“One day you will see, but for now, this isn’t the time... but yes, I do agree your mother’s art was quite different. I believe our resident doctor bought the final pieces.”

“Really? I’d love to meet the doctor.”

“And you will, all in good time, Taylor, all in good time. How are you feeling now, anyway?” He paused, reviewing my uncomfortable expression. “Ah, do not worry. I used to be a doctor by trade, well, more of an artistic surgeon some might say. So please, give me your woes, let us find out what is happening to you together.”

“Well, you know about London, I presume?” He nodded. “Okay, then there’s the shadelings attacking me again.”

“So you can see our kind, shoot the light of an angel from your body, you died, been attacked by shadelings, and all this happened since you turned 16 or 17?” he asked.

“16, but when I turned 17 it only got worse. We moved here, and they attacked me again.”

“Hmm,” he laughed.

I laughed, too. After all, it sounded stupid beyond reason. If anyone had told me any of this a few years back, I would I laughed till I cried. So why would he believe me? Then again, I was still unaware what they all were. What was Elisha? They all seemed very interested in me. With that thought, I shuddered.

“Cold?

“No, thanks, I’m fine.”

“Let’s head over to the lab and do some tests.” With that, Lucian returned from his phone call. “Any news, Lucian?”

“No, it’s not them. They swore on the elders. They don’t understand what’s happening.”

“Okay it may be a good idea, Taylor, if you have a guard with you until it is caught.”

“What’s caught?” I questioned. 

“The beast, its followed us here. We have been searching for it over the last few weeks, but the trail ran cold.” Lawrence said.

“It looks like it’s here. There have been animal sightings in the forest near Lake Meed.” Lucian said.

“Anyway, do not worry, we'll keep watch. For now, let’s adjourn to the lab. Lucian, show the way please.” Lawrence wasn’t fazed by the animal sightings that had taken place in Elvington and surrounding villages. Perhaps it was his obvious disregard for mortal life that scared me, or when I stepped into his laboratory.

As a lab, it was a well-lit room, clean and crisp with a white tiled floor and plug holes to the side. It reminded me of a wet room, and I shuddered again at what type of ‘surgery’ Lawrence did. 

On the left stood a table with conical flasks and measuring cylinders. On the right, another table with a large microscope and shelves above filled with bottles of strangely coloured liquids. Beside the microscope there was a stack of aged journals dating back years and years, too many to count.

Lawrence noticed my curious look. 

“Ah, the journals. Let’s just say I am older than I look.” He chuckled. 

Lucian laughed too. 

“Aren’t we all!” 

“Speak for yourselves,” I joked, as they both laughed louder.

“Up here, Taylor,” Lucian said as he gently lifted me on to a counter top and then fitted a blood pressure cuff to the top of my arm. “It’s okay, trust me.” 

And I did. I don’t know why, but I did.

I watched as Lucian took my blood pressure. 

“A little on the low side, but nothing too frightful.” He smiled.

“Now for the blood,” Lawrence insisted. He moved over to me and asked me to cough on the count of three. “One... two... three.” And with that, I coughed. As I did, he inserted the needle, which did not pain me in the slightest.

“Why the cough?” I asked.

“It helps to block the pain receptors, so you wouldn’t feel the needle. We did say it wouldn’t hurt,” he explained.

“That’s quite clever!” I said, intrigued.

“Okay, let’s take your blood on a journey, shall we?” he mumbled as he waltzed over to his microscope. “Well, well,” he sounded curious.

“Where were you born, Taylor?”

“London Royal, why?”

“Hmm, were you adopted?”

“Pardon? No, no, my parents would have told me,” I said.

“So, per your blood, you are human, but... there is something else. Your cells are shielded, our blood cannot engulf yours as it normally would.”

“So, she is not changing?” Lucian asked.

“No, well, not into one of us. She’s something more. Something I’ve not seen before. A new beginning, perhaps?”

I stood listening, wondering what I was. 

“A beginning to what?”

“That I don’t know,” he replied, “An angel perhaps,” he laughed. “You’d know if you were one of those. That type of power doesn’t just ‘turn on’ at sixteen, in the body of a mortal. But do not worry, we can run further tests. And I’ll send your blood off to our own labs further afield and they can run more in-depth blood work than we can here. Hopefully we may be able to find out sooner rather than later. 

But from what I can tell, when the shadelings attacked you in London you gained part of their abilities. Perhaps it’s part of your gift, like an inner defence mechanism.”

“What gift? The light?”

“No, that’s all you, my dear. It would be something else,” he said. “Lucian, have you heard anything from the shadelings since what happened with Taylor?”

“No, but we removed all of the ones that targeted her from existence.”

“Damn, I would have liked to have tested one. Maybe next time.”

“Next time?” I asked nervously, and with that, Lawrence smiled. He pottered about in the lab for a few moments longer. 

“Hmm, I wonder if you can dissipate?”

“Yes, that I’d kill to see,” Elisha said, walking in on the conversation.

Lawrence looked at her. 

“Yes, Elisha, I believe you would.” He smirked.

“Well, Taylor, when something happens, do let us know. And if at any time you feel ‘different,’ you must come to me immediately.”

“Different, different how?”

“You will know, Taylor, you will know. Now, I must take my leave, my dear girl. I hope you come back soon. Especially since we need to train your abilities and work on your knowledge of our side.”

“Erm, okay. Thanks, Lawrence.” I said smiling. 

“Anytime. Well, it is getting late. Not all of us can last without sleep,” Lawrence said, eyeing Lucian up.

“Yes, of course. Thanks again, Lawrence,” I said.

“He has a valid point, Taylor. You’ll be needing your sleep, too. I wouldn’t want to keep you up all night.” He smirked. “I’ll take you home.”

“Okay, thanks for a lovely night!”

“By the sounds of it, you have made quite the impression with all of us.” Lucian smiled, walking off to fetch my coat. Luckily, he missed my obvious blush. Elisha, however, didn’t, and sat laughing to herself.

“Ready?” he asked, helping me into my winter coat.

“Sure.”

The ride home was a quiet, comfortable silence. I felt at ease with him being there, sat next to me in the front of his Camaro. When we pulled up, he turned and smiled. 

“See you tomorrow?”

“Yes, thanks, Lucian.” I left, closing the door behind me. 

I couldn’t help but look back, want more. I didn’t know what he was, who he was, or hell, what I even was. But one thing I knew, I felt safe beside him. As I walked up the pathway to my front door, I missed him already.

“Taylor!” I spun around, a flustered Lucian stood before me. “I couldn’t leave without seeing you in.”

My cheeks flushed, hands were clammy as he took my hand and led me up the pathway. We stopped just under the porch light and he turned to me. 

“I don’t know what it is about you, Miss Lane, but I just cannot stop thinking about you.” 

I smiled nervously, body tense, breathing heavy, and waited. He leant forward, brought his hand up to my hair and smoothed it down with his icy features. Delicately kissing my cheek, gripping my hand one last time, he let go and sped away before my eyes. 

The speed he ran was inhuman. Quite magnificent, really. He had the super speed of a hero, and the looks of one, too. I touched my cheek, still feeling the freshness of his lips caressing the side of it. Smiling, I ventured inside. Caleb was already sound asleep, and Dad was just about to lock up.

“How did it go?” he asked as he finished locking the front door behind me.

“Good. Thanks, Dad. They were all eager to know everything about me.” I laughed.

“He’s nice, angel, a good one. Your mum used to always have good instincts. She would have liked him,” he said, pausing for a moment. “But if he ever hurts you, he will wish he never lived!” 

He said clapped a fist between his hands laughing. My dad the protector, I chuckled to myself, if only he knew Lucian wasn’t really living, in fact, I wasn’t quite sure exactly what he was.

“Of course Dad, don’t worry," I fought to keep a straight face, "and you’re right, Mum would have liked him.” I kissed him on the cheek and headed up to my room.
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Chapter 7
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“Morning, sunshine,” Dad said, opening the curtains as the sunlight streamed through.

“Dad,” I groaned. “What time is it?”

“Time to get up.”

“What time's that, then?” I asked.

“Seven. Remember, you said Lucian's picking you up today. I have that meeting and he’s taking you and Caleb to the academy.”

“Oh yes.” I jumped out of bed smiling.

“Caleb!” I shouted, “hurry up!

“Jeez, sis, I’m up. What’s with the yelling?” he said as Dad laughed.

“He’s been up and ready for the last half an hour. It’s you that’s behind. Good to see you sleeping, though,” he said, hugging me before he left the room.

After my shower and usual morning routine, I headed down for pancakes. 

“Here, Taylor, take this for your boyfriend,” Dad said. 

Caleb laughed as I blushed.

“He’s not my boyfriend, Dad!”

“But you want him to be.” Caleb smirked as my cheeks reddened further.

The Camaro pulled up outside, and then Lucian was standing by its door.

“Shush, Caleb, come on,” I said, pulling him along.

“Have fun you two!” Dad closed the door behind us.

“What’s with the red face?” Lucian asked as we walked up the pathway.

Caleb laughed. 

“Nothing,” I groaned, getting in the car.

“Hey Caleb,” Lucian said, ruffling his hair.

“Man, get off the hair!” he grumbled as I laughed.

“Right. Belt up, we’re heading out.” Lucian smiled patting his hand on mine, and then speeding off into the distance.

When we arrived, Caleb ran off to meet his new friends and Lucian interlinked his arm with mine, pulling me away from the entrance. 

“This way, Taylor.” He smiled, heading down the back of the academy.

“Where are we off to?” I asked.

“The perfect place for a fight.” He grinned. 

Walking across the pebbled courtyard, we entered a hidden garden. Just behind a mass of evergreens stood an old rickety gate. 

“This way,” he said, pulling me along.

The gate creaked as it opened, and I came face to face with a beautiful garden full of roses, with a gallant fountain and fish pond in the centre. Sitting beside the pond I wondered, how could we train here? Surely it was too peaceful and delicate?

“This is a sanctuary. Not many people know about it as its well-hidden. Which means we won’t be disturbed.”

In the corner stood an old apple tree with a pile of raked autumn leaves underneath. 

“How do we start?”

“Close your eyes, Taylor,” he said. 

I obliged, listening to his movements as he moved behind me. He placed his hands on my shoulders, the aroma of his aftershave tingled my senses as he drew in close. 

“Now listen,” he whispered. “Breathe, listen to each breath.” 

I counted one to ten, slowing down my breathing. 

“Now listen,” he said, letting go of my shoulders. In an instant, he moved in front of me. I could feel the air swirl as his body phased to the left. But then he disappeared.

“Lucian?” I called out. Nothing, so I opened my eyes. 

I jumped. He was right in front of my face still.

“Now that’s cheating!” he said as he took my scarf, gently placed it over my eyes, and tied it tight. “Let’s try again.”

“You have to breathe, though, Lucian. You’re too quiet.”

“And you’re too clever. Use your light, I’ve seen you do it.”

“But how?” I asked.

“Just listen.”

Silence. Silence can be deafening. How could I listen if there was nothing to listen to? "Relax, Taylor, count to ten," Mum would say. How did she do it? Meditation was so hard! I needed to quite my mind, lose myself in the moment, relax every part of me piece by piece. Feel the energy flow through, drive that energy, control it. Breathing, that was how I started. I slowed down my breathing, felt the pressure release from me, felt the quiet. How does it feel? How does it act? Slowly, then nothing. Just silence. Calm, the flow of air fluctuated around me. I could feel it, a slight breeze on the right. He was moving. I reached out, nothing. Concentrate again, listen, breathe in his scent, woody sandalwood. That’s it, where was it coming from? Follow it. Treading carefully, remembering my surroundings, I stepped to the right, turned a little, stepped again, and reached out, grabbing hold of Lucian as I tripped, pulling him down with me. 

Leaves flurried around us as I yanked off the blindfold. He sat with leaves in his hair laughing. 

“Well done!” he laughed. "You may be a fighter after all. Maybe not a blind one, but it’s a start!” I laughed with him.

“Dinner tonight?” he asked.

“Surely it’s my turn to invite you in?” I said, smiling, covered in leaves.

“That would be perfect. How about I bring a few bits and we can picnic under the stars?” he asked. I smiled in agreement.

Dropping me back home, he gripped my hand, looked at me and smiled. 

“I look forward to later, Taylor.” And with that he opened the door for me, kissed my cheek, and departed for his family home.

My brother found it amusing to tease me about my gentleman suitor. My dad exclaimed that he quite liked the young fellow that brought his daughter home without the harassment of anything more. The two of them laughed as they wandered over to the kitchen, ready to cook dinner, and I went upstairs to freshen up and prepare for the picnic under the stars. 

It wasn’t a date, was it? Surely it was a get-together. You know, when two friends come together to find out more about each other? Okay, so it sounded like a date. What if it was? Could it be?

“Lucian” I exclaimed, a little shocked to find him in the kitchen helping my dad prepare vegetables for dinner. 

“Ah, there you are,” Lucian said, “I thought it polite to wait until you were ready.”

My dad laughed. 

“Yes, he did. And he makes an excellent chef's assistant,” he smirked, “anyway, you kids go and have fun. Take a blanket, it’s getting a little chilly out there tonight.”

“Thanks, Dad.” I smiled as I caught the blanket Dad threw over.

We sat outside under the autumn night sky, wrapped in a blanket, eating sandwiches and talking about the day’s training. The conversation was light, pleasant in fact, and easy to come by. There were no awkward silences or uneasy moments, it all came naturally between us.

Looking over at Lucian, I realised he appeared to have paused during the conversation. He was interested more in an area in the tree line before us, where he stared into a darkened space. I followed his gaze and attempted to focus in on whatever had his hairs stood on end. Before me, an abyss of trees stood tall. Nothing there, nothing at all.

Then came the deep gut wrenching growl, a dark throaty grumble in the darkness before us. 

"Lucian?" I quivered, but he did not speak a word. 

His gaze was fixed on whatever was in front of us. I looked again but there was still nothing there. Then, with a force of deep concentration, the bark of one of the trees came into focus. The trunk glared out at me, following each ripple and grain, the bark wrapped itself around the tree's body. How was it so clear? It should just be a speck in the distance, but for some reason it was as clear as day. It was beautiful.

As I made my way through the line of trees with my new-found sight I came across a terrifying close-up of something dark, hairy, and grizzly. Not grizzly like the form of a bear, but grizzly with the grumbling sound that echoed through the night, coming directly from the creature. 

It didn't look like a bear. It had a longer face and more agile body. Its eyes looked like those a wolf would have, but it wasn't a wolf. It was bigger, much bigger and broader. It stood on two feet, like we do, glaring at me with its fanged teeth that glistened in the moonlight. 

I gripped Lucian's hand, and as I did, the creature assumed a wolf-like position on all fours and gashed at the tree with its long claws, taking flight and disappearing into the darkness of the night.

Lucian looked at me, waiting for my expression to change from fear to something more calming, something perhaps that would listen to a rational explanation. But no, there was no changing that. I know what I saw. I didn't know what 'it' was, but I saw it, somehow.

A few moments later Lucian spoke. 

"What was there, Taylor?"

He knew what I saw, he saw it too. Was he waiting for clarity, perhaps? Was he as afraid as I was? He certainly didn't look afraid.

"I don't know what it was, it doesn't make sense."

"Life rarely does."

"It sounded like a bear, but it wasn't a bear. Its eye's looked like wolf's eyes, but it wasn't a wolf. It was much larger and on two feet like a human, but then it ran off on all fours!"

Lucian was silent

"Tell me you saw it too, Lucian. I'm not going mad, am I?"

Lucian looked concerned. 

"Not at all. Don't worry. It was there.”

"But what was it?" I asked.

"A Lycan.”

“A what?”

“What you joked was a werewolf yesterday.”

“Oh, are we in danger?”

He laughed. 

“No, not at all. It wouldn’t dare attack when I’m nearby.”

“What about when you’re not nearby?”

“I’m always nearby. Don’t worry, you’re safe with me.”

Lucian wrapped his jacket around my shoulders as we looked out at the night sky, relaxing once again. He told me about the constellations the stars formed, the Ursa Major and Minor, with Virgo to the west and Leo caressing the side of the moon. The Hydra and Draco were his favourites, perhaps due to their nature in mythology. It was interesting listening as he talked about his dream of travelling through the stars one day, after travelling the rest of the world, of course.

"Perhaps we could continue this conversation another day? I fear that after all that has happened in this last few days, you need your rest."

"Yes," I said, yawning.

Lucian walked me to the door and, after watching me enter and close it behind me, he left knowing I was safe. 

Sitting alluringly on my bed lay a package. It was a stack of books wrapped in traditional brown paper and twine, adorned with a single white rose and a note written in calligraphy. 'To symbolise the purity within oneself' signed L.

The books appeared to be quite old, some dating back to the early 1800's. I began to read the first one, which described a great battle of good and evil between two ancient supernatural beings, Lilith and Eve. Their disciples fought to the bitter end, threatening to destroy the land around them. Reading deeper into it, the book foretold the rise and fall of mankind through the hands of the disciples as they fight to restore the balance once again.

The next page went into more detail, describing a love story between Lilith and Adam, and then Eve and Adam. Betrayal at its finest. The two goddesses battle eternally, but neither can be triumphant without the other. Like two sides to one coin, yin and yang, good and evil. Without good there is no evil, and without evil there is no good. One must exist in union with the other.

The timeline showed how God created the immortals, Adam and Lilith, from Earth's fallen dust. However, God demanded that Lilith bow down to Adam, submitting herself as a lesser being. Lilith would not submit, as she saw herself as an equal, as they were made from the same substance. So Lilith left God’s paradise, leaving Adam alone, as she birthed her children as demons on Earth's raw land. 

Lilith became hunted on Earth. Three of God's angels found her and threatened to extinguish one hundred of her first-born children. With the threats God’s angels made, Lilith became bitter and distrusting of others. She remained in the wastelands seducing mankind to bear her demonic children. Her children, sadly, remained under threat, and because of this, they fled to the depths of Hell.

In the meantime, Adam fell in love with Eve. Eve sank down and was held as lower than Adam, a lesser being. Eve birthed Cain and Abel. Then to appease God, Cain slaughtered his beloved brother Abel. By doing so, he was cast out of paradise onto Earth’s wasteland. Eve later birthed Seth, and the next immortal generation was revered as Eve's disciples, the protectors of the crown.

Tempted by trickery, Eve ate fruit from the tree of forbidden knowledge. Because of this, she became more self-aware and enjoyed her new visionary experience. But she later found out that her fruit of temptation had caused irreparable damage and her ability to bear immortal children ceased to exist. Mankind was finally born; a race of mortals that walked the Earth through the millennia. 

Cain, on the other hand, came across the seductive temptress and fell in love. Lilith taught Cain how to drink the blood of mankind, destroying the essence of humanity through seduction and temptation, enriching their lives as they became the first immortal Dark Ones. 

Over the years, Lilith birthed many demonic children and, with Cain by her side, they created a second generation of Dark Ones by turning three of Eve’s mortals. Cain fortified a city called ‘Enoch’ as a hellish paradise of demonic desire. Enoch was a place for the privileged, dark society, the originals, the pure bloods.

Throughout the generations, genetic point mutations developed, causing the creation of a whole new race of creatures. Each mutation created its own faction, developing new beings with unique abilities, traits, and facades. 

After considering the timeline before me, I lay listening to the sound of the rain tip-tapping on the window pane, slowly sending me drifting off to sleep and into the realm of unconscious thought, with light and dark both coming together as one.
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Chapter 8
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Weeks passed with more training and time with friends. It was good to feel a part of something again, to laugh and joke with people around me. I’d warmed to them, just as they had to me. It hadn’t been easy in the start, trusting people, believing in them. But Rowena made it easy, they all did. I was lucky to have found them. If only I could show them the real me, the shivering nature inside, delving into a taste of the supernatural. Would they like me then? Could they accept me for all I am, warts and all? I hoped that they would, as I couldn't keep the secrets forever. Mum used to say the truth comes out in the end, and she was usually right. 

Morning rose with the pleasant sound of birds tweeting their early morning song. I was wrapped in my mother's blanket. It was only six am, another half an hour before my alarm sounded to alert me to the start of a new day. I sat watching the shadows dance, as I did every morning, stretching every part of my body, gradually taking in the freshness of the cool air. 

The smell of pancakes drifted into my bedroom. Downstairs, my father clattered pans, attempting my mother’s morning ritual. As we chatted, I managed a couple of pancakes, congratulating him on how much more like Mum's they were. Then the phone rang.

"I’m waiting, Taylor," said an abrupt female voice.

"Elisha?"

"Yes, now hurry up!"

I looked out the window and saw a classic red Spitfire with its engine revving impatiently out front. Elisha held up her hand to signal for me to get a move on. I wasn't quite sure why she was there. Did we make plans? 

"Dad, my friend Elisha is giving me a lift today."

"Okay Taylor, take your time then." 

I gathered my things and left.

Elisha sat in the driver’s seat, grumbling away about being late. 

"Hi, erm, did we make plans?"

She glared at me, ordered me to buckle up, and then stepped on the accelerator and sped away.

Elisha was not human, that I could tell for sure. What she was, I didn’t know. But the scent of roses always followed her around. She was clearly something otherworldly, giving out an instinctual attraction like a Lepidoptera to a phosphorescent light. 

Elisha had the same characteristics as the boys in her estranged family. Her presence aroused a desire in the base of your spine, travelling up through your body, shivering as it touched the heart and head. As the lead cheerleader, she fashioned a delicate selection of burgundy and golden yellow. Her outfit bounced and swished with her polished movements as the initials SBA stood proudly in the centre, presumably standing for 'StoneBridge Academy'.

Her long, sandy hair glimmered in the morning sun, with her ocean blue eyes and shapely figure; she was designed to lure normality in. Her hunger was apparent too. I’d watched her licking her lips when in conversation with a high school jock, flirtatiously parading herself around him like a peacock displaying its dazzling tail. Her blunt attitude overwhelmed the most confident of scholars, yet as the lone female in the family she always had to glow with confidence.

The car stopped, we were deep in the forest. 

"Out!" she shouted. What were we doing here? "Out now, Taylor," she boomed with a threatening voice.

"Okay..." I said as we both got out.

“What are we doing here?” I asked.

“Testing a theory.”

“Erm, okay.”

Elisha looked around and raced off, skipping back carrying an enormous boulder, larger than any human could carry.

“Elisha... what’s that for?”

“Catch,” she laughed, throwing it directly at me.

The boulder plummeted through the sky, threatening to land on top of me, killing me quickly. As the boulder drew closer, time slowed down. With only inches to go, the sky changed its tune, fading into a deepened shade of grey. All colour began to bleed from the land before me. The darkness surrounded me, and my body pulsed throughout, changing to mist rather than raw matter. I held my hands up in defence, but there was nothing more I could do.  As it hit, I didn’t feel a thing. It passed directly through my body without a flinch, with no texture, no feeling. It landed with a crash behind, and as it did, I breathed again and colour restored to the world. 

“You really did take their power,” she said, walking over to me, poking my shoulder. “I knew it!”

“It’s a good job I did, isn’t it?”

What was her problem? She was overjoyed I survived the boulder incident. I’d proven her right. But really, who throws a boulder at someone and how the hell could she lift that thing?

“What are you, Elisha?”

“I could ask you the same question, Taylor,” she smirked as I huffed and sat silently.

“Femme Fatale.”

“Pardon?”

“What you naïve humans would describe as a succubus. But minus the tail and obviously better looking.” She grinned, checking herself out in the car's wing mirror. 

Heading to the academy, I felt for a pulse. Yes, I was alive. So, what happened? Where was that place I went to?

“Do you know where the shadelings live, Elisha?” I asked as she drove at high speed.

“No, I‘m not a shadeling. Ask your boyfriend.”

“Pardon? And he isn’t my boyfriend.”

“It’s obvious you to like each other,” she smirked.

“And he isn’t a shadeling,” I corrected.

“But he could have been. It’s the Dark Ones that went mad and turned into those things.”

“Jeez, really?”

“Yeah,” she paused. “But Lilith stepped in and, as Lucian was one of the originals, she made him her disciple. We’re all her disciples now.”

“Why don’t you live in Enoch, then?”

“Ah, you’ve done your reading!” She laughed. “We can’t, we have a job to do. And to be perfectly honest, who would want to live with a bunch of monsters? You humans are much easier to play with. Anyway, I had to see for myself. What you’ve done... absorbing powers, its rare. The last creature that could do that, well, he worked directly for Lilith and you don’t want to meet him anytime soon!”

“No, definitely not!” I said as we pulled up outside the academy.

When we arrived Rowena ran over, she looked like she had been crying and not her usual chirpy self.

"Taylor, haven't you heard?" Rowena screeched.

Surely something else hadn't happened? It was getting a tad overwhelming. 

"Heard what?" I asked.

"Jenna and Cailee have gone missing. They vanished after the academy closed last week!"

“I’d better go,” Elisha intervened before speeding off in her red Spitfire, tyres screeching down the street.

"That's awful," I said.

"And..." she went on, "the academy is closed... no electricity!"

"Oh.”

“So, I take it you’ve no plans?” she said, wiping her eyes.

“No, not now.”

“How about we head to York? I’ll take you to my favourite coffee shop and show you around?”

“Sounds like a plan to me!”

Rowena took the long route into York central, showing me what the village of Elvington had to offer on the way. 

Elvington was warped with tall elegant buildings, measuring high against the twisted vines of humanity’s existence. It appeared as a rich reservation of great farms amassed with apple trees and weeping willows framing the exterior. We drove past an old English church, encased by wrought iron gates with a tortured appeal. At the end of the church, there lay a decimated crypt, which once held the bones of Elvington’s very own enchantress; the witch Edwina Laurent.

Rowena told me that Edwina was famous for her chaotic endeavours, which included the odd love potion, ghastly curse, or putrid hex; all of which involved spells, blood, and sacrifice. Understandably, she was not the most revered person in Elvington, more like the most feared. Her final denouement came when she sacrificed her first-born daughter to secure her passage into the other realm. What the ‘other realm’ was, no one knew for sure, or at least they weren’t saying. However, her daughter's sacrifice, and eventually her own sudden death by burning, was noted in The Domesday Book. Apparently, it was part of the reason the little town of Elvington had grown as tourist spot, especially with the goths on their way to the festival at Whitby. The tale continued with Rowena talking about her interest in the witch and her story from birth to death. During the witch’s eradication, she screeched an omen foretelling the end of days as the realms collided, and as our little town appeared in The Doomsday Book, many believed her tale of despair and woe.

As we left Elvington, we came across a field full of evergreen conifers ready for the Yuletide sale in late December. Passing through Dunnington, the Windmill Inn stood with its grand arches beside the moorland, where an unbroken cartel of deer amassed, galloping across in a synchronised fashion.

Arriving in York, we parked near the centre down a little back alley. Rowena said it was one that only the locals knew about. She pointed out the Bluebird Inn, a local hang out for University kids, and took me along the quieter cobbled streets, across a courtyard to Quinton's Coffee and Cake House.

As we sat outside one of the inner districts finest establishments, I sipped my creamy latte and marvelled at the world's delights. The coffee cup warmed my hands as the chill of the wind wrapped around my body, sending a tingling shiver down my spine. 

“Simply delightful,” Rowena smirked, attempting a classy accent with her little finger displayed outwards as she sipped.

“It is rather exquisite,” I mocked as she laughed, slurping the creamy latte from the cup and saucer. 

I sat playing with the foam as Rowena rambled on about the up and coming fair. I’d agreed to go, anything to make her smile. She needed cheering up, especially after the news that morning. The worrying thing was that the missing girls meant something was taking them. Normally I’d be contemplating perverted humans doing the nasty, but now... now it could be any number of supernatural beings. I knew what Lucian said, but considering Elisha’s idea of training was throwing boulders at me, perhaps I ought to learn how to use whatever energy I had before the beast hunted me down. 

The small vintage teaspoon rattled on the cracked saucer as the wind howled in honour of the strengthening sound of music from afar. Something enchanting began to happen, the melody was too good to resist. I was drawn in by the beauty of musical notes as I rose from my seat, mesmerised by each note that played. Following the broken cobbled streets, I waltzed across the diminishing courtyard with its looming crooked buildings, comparable to those in a fanatical Grimm's fairy tale. 

I approached a grungy looking youth with striking red hair. His gaze turned towards me as he watched my reaction to the music. With each note he played, the urge within me took over. With each pitch, he captivated his audience, the crowds grew, and a silence fell upon the air. Just then he stood tall, rising to applause, bowing his head with a devilish expression. He took to his violin with a classical melody, comparable to Helena's beauty in a Midsummer Night's Dream. The depth of the melody rose with each note more intense than the last. The audience gasped and awed in relation to the strength of his music as he reached the crescendo and his aura cradled his artistry. I felt a warmth, like that of a lover’s touch, and a peace like the softness of morning dew across a newly mowed meadow. 

Devoted to his cause, a tear glistened in the eye of every spectator, blissfully admiring the sudden softness of the music as a young lady swirled out from behind him. She danced alluringly, captivating the audience with her silk skirt circling her body as she submissively moved to every classical piece. Her golden top sparkled in the light, and her supple body flexed in desire of every note played. Her hair gleamed with trellises of blond and copper, bouncing as she sprang into step. Her delicate figure gave in gracefully to the music, with each note bellowing out through her skin. It was as though the song became her, reaching out, calling her name.
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MESMERISED, I WATCHED gracefully bewitched as I found my body moving to the rhythm, coiling to the tunes. My body began to sway with every beat, capturing the essence of my heart. Swirling around to the sounds of temptation, I lost myself, hypnotised by her beauty as she wrapped her essence around my soul. She glided between every stranger that watched in awe, transfixed by the musical notes. 

The young beauty swam in the sea of her brethren, as she soaked in their humanity and absorbed the substance of their spirit. The music grew as her nature played its tune, louder and deeper as she passed every soul along her journey to perfection. Caressing the bodies of many, she descended upon me, cloaking her body to mine, smothering my presence with an alluring scent of roses. I was hypnotised, taken in by her charm. She encased herself around me, her moist breath fell warm on the baseline of my neck. Her hands snaked across the base of my spine, warm to the touch, as each whisper of my being urged for more of her delight. Her breath whipped across my neck as she coyly winked, teasing and tantalising. I stood in ecstasy as her lips touched my own, taking my life-force, beauty dwindling. She released my gaze with a puzzled smile and I fell deeply, quietly, and slowly to the ground, catching my breath if only for a second. At that moment, I would have given my soul for one last dance as the music fell to an end. 

Startled out of the trance, I stood silently, the dark enchantress twisted with beauty, her glow more captivating than before. I watched as strangers gathered themselves, applauding, throwing money in appreciation. The seductress curtseyed and gracefully gathered her earnings, then she vanished into the darkened alleyways of York's inner most centre. I collected my thoughts and made my way back to the table. Rowena sat waiting. She had been on the phone inside when the dance began, unhearing of any musical note the duo had to offer.

“Are you okay?" she asked, glancing me up and down. 

"I think so?" It was as though my reply was asking her if she thought I was okay. I undoubtedly thought that someone had spiked my drink and sent me down a trip through Wonderland.

Rowena sat staring at me. 

"Taylor, where have you been?" 

"Erm, I'm not quite sure, I feel woozy." I laughed nervously.

"It's just, you look different." She studied me. "You actually look... hotter,” she laughed, “like you've lost 10lbs and,” she paused, “have you padded your bra with toilet roll!" she exclaimed, laughing, before finishing her latte.

Three lattes’ later, we had finished talking about the trials and tribulations of Elvington’s finest citizens. I felt a lot better, perhaps due to the high caffeine intake. I agreed to head over to a few dress shops. Rowena was dying to go shopping, but time had passed quickly, and I needed to be back home for when Dad and Caleb pulled up. I wasn't quite sure how Dad would take the impromptu visit to York, without former contact or arrangements made. He was still a little apprehensive after London.

Rowena disappeared to make a call home and I sat glancing over at the empty courtyard ahead, lost in the numbness of thought. As I watched the emptiness, a silhouette stood unmoving, and within the darkness, he watched.

Desire flooded through me, penetrating every essence of my being as I gazed upon the shadowed figure. I felt drawn in, connected somehow, as though an invisible lasso had caught me, pulling me closer. I stood, surrounded with an energy of raw passion, lusting for more. As I gently hopped across the cobblestones, I recognised the figure that was one with the shadow. It was Lucian, my protector. I already liked him, yearned for his embrace. But a new darkness had taken over, a passionate desire that pulsated through me, intensified through the song of seduction.

My body danced forward, slithering like a snake towards its prey. I could feel my own song release out of me, enchanting his vision as I took on the role of the succubus before. The gentle caress of my tongue swept across my lips as I tasted the strength of lasciviousness trembling across my entire body, and with that desire embedded into every grain of my existence, I went to him. His athletic body ached for my touch, wrapped in a lustful dance of passion as I played with his being in the darkest corners of Earth. His icy caress held me, protected me, making me his own and sealing the union with a kiss. A kiss that sent a tingle through my rose-coloured lips and a delight of shivers down my spine. I needed him, and he needed me. At that moment we became one, wrapped within the desire of one another. He appeared to be taken with me, captured by an alluring scent, a scent of sweetness and roses, a scent that came from within me, pulling him in closer. And as I longed for him, he longed for me. I wanted more of him, kissed him deeper, yearning for his touch.

He pulled away, pausing for a moment as his pupils dilated. Realisation sunk in as though he had taken the first step onto an epic journey of understanding. He broke the silence by kissing my cheek and disappearing into the shadows as the sweet smell of roses dissipated, absorbing back into me.
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Chapter 9
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The next morning there was a bunch of red roses laying on the doorstep, signed ‘L’. 

“Ah, so I’ve been upgraded from white to red now.” 
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I SMILED, PLACING THEM in a vase. I was no longer the innocent type, apparently. I smirked. I knew I’d absorbed the Femme Fatale's power of seduction, and with it, my confidence had grown. I didn’t just wear strawberry lip balm anymore, I wore a kissable rose red with blusher and all.

Rowena and the gang had decided to show me one of the local haunts, Lake Meed, a popular spot for picnics and swimming. A Volkswagen camper van pulled up. 

“Taylor” Rowena shouted, “get in!” She motioned as she climbed into the back. 

It was good to see Lucian. 

“Ah, so you’ll be joining us, will you?” I asked.

“Indeed. Rowena was very convincing,” he laughed. “You’re looking nice today.”

“Why, thank you. It appears I bought home more than I expected from York.”

“It appears you did,” he said, staring me up and down. I laughed.

In the camper van, Chase was driving with his flamboyant ginger hair shining through the sunlight. The twins, Emma and Jake, were engaged in a heated debate about the list of chores their mother had left them. Lucian sat beside me, smirking at Pearce. 

Pearce was a lovable rogue, the prankster of the group. He clearly had a thing for Jessie; I’d catch him watching her from afar, trying to talk to her at the end of class. Maybe he'd always had a thing for Jessie. They would make a cute couple, with his social buffoonery and her intelligent popularity. They suited each other. Where he failed, she succeeded, and where she fell, he held her up.

Pearce was clearly attempting to ask Jessie out on a date. 

“That’ s very sweet of you Pearce, but I have plans,” Jessie explained.

“Plans with who?”

“With us,” Lucian spoke up, defending Jessie’s unspoken excuse. “Well, actually, with Taylor.”

“Hmm,” I puzzled, having missed half of the conversation in the first place. 

I was gazing at the passing hills, lost in thought, as we drove through the forest, over the mountain, and parked up beside Lake Meed.

The afternoon sun glistened over the water, caressing it delicately, inviting us in to come and play. My mood was enchanted as I took in the vibrancy of the colours from the autumn trees. Leaves bristled across the clearing, granting us access and a clear space to set our picnic blanket down. For saying it was the middle of autumn, it was a pleasant sunny day, with bright overlaps of fluffy white clouds.

“Taylor, do you fancy a double date then?” Pearce suggested, while looking at Jessie.

“Yes, can do. What you are thinking?”

“Well, the fair is in town. Why don’t we head over there?” 

“Good plan,” Lucian said, “why don’t we all go?” He suggested, motioning to Rowena, Chase, and the twins.

“Fair! Count me in!” Rowena exclaimed.

“Then it’s a date, well, a get together,” Pearce said. 

Time passed quickly as the others headed in for a swim. Lucian and I sat together quietly, wanting to talk. 

“Time to ourselves,” he said smiling.

“Yes,” I replied. My body heated up, hands clammy. “I don’t think I should be alone with you.”

“Why?”

“I can’t control my urges,” I said. 

“I happen to like your urges.” He laughed.

“That’s the problem.” I smiled.

“How about we go for a swim, cool your urges down?”

“Sounds...” before I could finish, he’d picked me up and rushed us both over to the water. 

“Lucian!” I yelled. “Put me down!” 

“Okay,” he said, dropping me in the water and laughing. The water was lukewarm, if that. I shivered, gasping for air. 

“Jeez, its freezing.” 

“Want me to warm you up?”

“What, with your ice-cold body? No thanks.”

“Ouch. I can think of other things to warm you up.” He laughed, splashing me. 

That meant war, as I dove under and pulled him down with me. The water was clear, beautiful, in fact, creating a weightless memory in the mind that holds me. We swam together, hand in hand, hair floating, eyes bright, as the sunlight stroked the surface above us.

Coming up for air, Lucian joined me, holding me tight. I embraced his body with my own. 

“This is perfect,” I said, as I curled into his arms.

“It is,” he agreed, lifting my chin so our eyes met, lips touched, and we kissed like we’d never kissed before.

Heading back over to the others, hand in hand, we smiled.

“And, where have you two been?” Pierce chirped.

“A gentleman never tells,” Lucian said, smiling and wrapping a towel around me. 

I huddled in his arms as we ate. The picnic was lovely. The strawberries were, of course, my favourite. Lucian teased me with one. Everyone was soon back in the water, soaking in the sun.

“So, what can you tell me about the Femme Fatales, then?” I asked out of curiosity. 

I wanted to make sure my feelings for him were mine and not just this new nature I’d been gifted. Then again, I’d always liked him, right from the start. I supposed the Femme Fatale had given me the confidence to act on that.

“Well, from what I’ve seen with Elisha, they can manipulate and bend others to their will. They like to dance... lots, and it seems that’s how they absorb life to increase their beauty. They can live for thousands of years but they’re only immortal if they continue to feed. Most are like Elisha, only feeding a little from each person in a large group. That way they can move about unnoticed.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad. At least I can live as long as I want by not taking too much from others.”

“Yes, but the years you add on to your life will be taken from other people’s lives.”

“Okay, well maybe it’s not that good then.” I frowned.

“The other problem is,” he paused, “the roses.”

“What what’s wrong with them?”

“They’re like a beacon to all things supernatural, luring them in from afar... and that’s fine for me, but I’d rather not have to battle every creature for your hand in marriage.”

Choking I looked him in the eye. 

“Marriage!”

“No, not now, you’re too young. But one day, perhaps.” He smiled.

“Okay,” I sighed, a little relieved.

“Taylor!” Rowena yelled “Come on, come join us.”

Pearce and Chase were heading back to the blanket as Lucian lifted me up, pushing me forward in effort to join in. 

“Go on, Taylor. I’ll stay here with the lads.” 

Heading over to the lakeside, the water streamed over my toes, trickling between them at the shoreline. Looking back, Lucian was engaged in conversation with the boys. I slowly wandered in to the lake, ready to greet my friends.

Jake was heading out, leaving his twin, Emma, behind as he ran past splashing me, laughing while he sauntered over to Lucian, Chase, and Pearce. It was beautiful though, standing there up to my chest in the clear water of Lake Meed, feeling the sun’s rays caress my body, captivating my breath. In the distance, Lucian was watching as I dove further into the water, diving underneath, swimming with the fish, gliding through the plant life. I used to love swimming, it always made me feel so relaxed and at ease with life.

As I popped up to the surface, Emma greeted me with a splash of water and giggles. Treading water, I came back with an almighty wave cupped from my hands, ready to take down any who stood in its path. The four of us laughed the afternoon away, splashing each other, racing to the rocks, and floating on the surface catching the shimmering rays of the sun. 

As we floated, Rowena started giggling to herself, clearly something had tickled her fancy.

“Are you going to share with the group?” I asked, smirking.

Rowena continued laughing, until she finally calmed herself. 

“I was thinking about Lucian kissing you.”

“Huh, what?”

“The kiss, Taylor, we all saw it. You two are mesmerised by each other.”

My cheeks reddened. 

“Why is it so funny, though?” I asked.

“Because Elisha’s face will be a picture when she finds out she’s getting a new sister for Christmas!” She laughed again, uncontrollably, before spluttering in the water, clearly choking on her own humour.

“A new sister!” I exclaimed “What? No, it’s way too soon to talk about things like that.”

Emma started laughing as she pushed me aside. 

“She’s having you on.”

“You make it too easy!” Rowena exclaimed, laughing again as Jessie hugged me. 

“It’s okay Taylor. We all know you like him. He’s sweet on you and you’d be blind not to see it!”

“But!” Rowena exclaimed. 

“What now?” I asked.

“I don’t know if its Elisha’s face I can’t wait to see, or Harland’s!” she laughed.

“I know I’m going to regret asking, but why Harland’s?” I asked.

“You’re so blind, Taylor!” Emma shouted. joining in the laughter. “It’s obvious he likes you. He actually talks to you!”

“Oh,” that’s all I could really say to that. After all, I liked Harland, but as a friend. 

There was just something about him, something different.  It was unexplainable. Besides that, though, I liked Lucian. I felt as though I had met my mate, my other half, my yin to my yang. We matched.

Sadly, the day ended as the autumn winds burst through the bright blue sky, encapsulating us with their brisk breath. We swam back to shore, with the rocks below glinting with the light of the dwindling sun. The girls went ahead as I dove under for one last swim.

I didn’t get very far when I was pulled backwards with my foot caught in a rope. I tugged to release myself, but no matter how much I pulled, I couldn’t escape the tangled mess I’d got myself into. Normally being caught in a rope wouldn’t send panic streaming throughout me, but when you’re trapped under water with no air to breathe, that’s another thing. 

Damn it! Get this thing off me. There was no pulling it away. It was cutting into my ankle as blood floated from the scene. I was stuck, held down by an old rope attached to a pile of rocks. Panicking, my lungs deflated. A fearful tightness swarmed across my chest as a breathless agony swept through me. My body ached as it convulsed for air, cloaked in a soft blanket of water. Alarmed, I tugged and tugged to pull myself free, causing my ankle to bleed even more with the pressure I was putting on the rope itself.

There is a moment when you’ve passed through the panic, after your own body has convulsed. Muscles tighten and then relax and you try to breathe one last time. A moment where you know there is no possibility, no longer any hope, and the instinct to fight wanes. You slowly surrender, giving up on life. Your body relaxes, eyes tremble, and life flashes before you. You slink into an unconscious state, where your body attempts to naturally breathe, taking in only water as you experience a form of wet drowning, a passage onto the next life through the death of another.

Moments where we die are unfortunate, to say the least. Another set of brain cells lost, only to be forcefully brought back to life as your new beloved rescues you, again. Lucian had dove into the water as he saw the girls come out without me. He’d smelt the blood, apparently. By that time, I had already begun drowning through death's endless peril. Reaching me, he had seen the convulsions and my surrender before I closed my eyes. I was grateful for his unnatural speed and strength, as he broke the rope that bound me.

I woke up spluttering, bringing up the contents of Lake Meed from my lungs. 

“Taylor! You scared the life out of me,” Rowena exclaimed as she rushed over to hug me.

“Sorry.” It was all I could think of to say. 

Lucian held me tight, wrapping his muscular arms around to protect me. 

“Never leave me again,” he whispered with an edge of uncertain worry in his voice.

After that theatrical set of events, we boarded the VW and headed for home. The journey was one spent in his arms, exhausted from the near-death experience. But my mind was elsewhere, wrapped around the beauty of swimming with friends, the gentle kiss Lucian betrothed earlier, a picnic under the autumn sun, and a mesmerising sunset plunging the world into darkness once again.

It wasn’t long before I collapsed on my bed, fast asleep and travelling through the Land of Nod. In my dreams I began to wander through a surreal landscape etched into my deep unconscious mind. One where beauty and delight took hold with a trimming of pure rarity and perfected passionate desires. In this dream, though, an orchard lay before me with vibrant green trees coiled with branches of apples and pears. The mud beneath my bare feet squelched as I walked, feet that had painted toenails softened by a shade of pink. A floating, white gown wisped its way around my body, covering me in its calming shade, falling lightly on to my skin. Softened skin like a baby, with not a mark in sight. Pure and beautiful, radiant as the brightness of the sun. 

I took my time strolling through the orchard before me, taking in its beauty and feeling blessed to have a dream such as that. It wasn't very often I was able to pass through such a beautiful place. The sun shone lustrously above, bringing a sparkle to the journey I was about to partake on. What the journey was, I wasn't certain, but the pathway before me lay clear and pure beyond intent. The air was fresh and my heart fluttered freely in excitement of what wonders lay beyond.

Travelling along, my bare feet caressed the ground, drifting across the landscape. The soil tickled my toes as I passed over it. I knew I needed to reach the end of the orchard, something pulled me that way. A tinge of hunger surged through me, my stomach grumbled and groaned as I reached for a rosy red apple. The apple appeared juicy, with a crisp outer texture, promising a succulent mouth-watering experience. Its perfection lay in the palm of my hand, assuring me my desires would be answered if only I took one bite. 

With its fairy tale appearance, it shone with an elegance and richness as though it was bursting with a pleasurable flavour, full of vibrancy. My mouth watered at the thought of it passing through my lips, gently stroking across my tongue, releasing itself into me, easing my hunger, and fulfilling my inner desire.

I knew I needed the apple, wanted it, but in the distance the wind murmured a warning of sorts. As I brought the apple up to my lips, the sounds grew louder and more panicked. It was too late. I was lost within the dream, my own peaceful place, my heaven, as it may be. Without another thought, my teeth punctured its skin, releasing a chunk of goodness into my mouth. The slippery piece glided around my tongue, releasing its delicate juices into me. With each bite I felt my hunger diminish further, until it eventually dissipated, leaving me with a satisfaction of completeness. Feeling full, I looked down at the remainder of the apple, gagging uncontrollably as it changed before my eyes. I spit out the remains as blood oozed over my hands.  

I dropped the object to find it wasn't an apple at all, it was a piece of meat and skin. It looked as though it was from a person, a human, a friend, perhaps. Before me lay a pile of bodies ten-foot-high, covered in blood and claw marks with bites taken out from every angle.

The blood welled out of the meat as I gagged at the thought of it rushing through my body. It swarmed across my feet like bees to honey and wrapped itself across my pretty pink toes. My innocent white dress became covered in the stench of death, cradled with the blood of many lost in battle. The mirage before me revealed its true state; a blood-torn battlefield with a mass of beastly creatures charging over the skulls of the fallen. 

Thunder clapped and the Heavens opened, rain poured down, washing away the bloodied landscape. With each thunder clap, the screams of innocent victims became more apparent. The screams grew louder as the rain fell faster, drowning out the battle that lay before me.

In the corner of my eye, a large wolf-like creature stood on two feet. A Lycan of sorts. It fell to all fours and prowled, watching my every move, purring with desire and pulling my beauty towards him. The creature skulked and snarled, circling my fragile frame, and as adrenaline raced through me like lightening coursing through my veins, fear took over my form and my body alerted itself to its oncoming end.

It pounced at the last moment, and as it did I covered my head, protecting myself as much as I could. I waited with my tense body ready, but nothing happened. The storm calmed and the noise of the battle fell silent. I peered through my hands. I was no longer beside the monster, or beneath it. Instead, I had now appeared on the edge of a tree line, and helplessly watched a massacre take place before me. Two defenceless girls moved quickly away from the creature as it hunted them, enjoying every second of it. 

Their screams of panic ploughed through me, ripping through my body with a fear beyond any I had ever known. I could feel their pain as I ran towards them, screaming at them to run. They ran as fast as their little legs could carry them, but the younger one lagged behind. The older girl stopped to help her, and it proved to be the last move she ever made. Her caring nature would be what ended her life that day.

The last thing I saw was the monster land above them on a fallen rock, right in front of the face of a cliff. It took flight, pouncing, landing on the older girl, crushing her chest and tearing her head from her shoulders. It slashed and sliced, ripping across their fallen bodies until their screams fell silent. All that was left was a bath of blood-soaked leaves and the splatter of life across the cliff face.

The sobs of a young woman broke the silence as I pleaded for her to run, to get away. But she cried harder, and with the noise she made, the monster turned. But he turned to look at me, watch me. As he bared his teeth I realised who the cries came from. The sobs were my own and the screams were a part of me.

The ground surrounding me rumbled, tearing itself apart as my body shook violently. The creature leapt towards me and as the stars began to fall, I opened my eyes to find my father shaking me and Caleb shouting my name. I wept, crying maniacally as my father stroked my hair, holding me tight until I fell fast asleep once again.
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It was date night. After a day of pampering and shopping with the girls, we had picked a selection of impeccable outfits for our evening.

The Stratton Fair had been in town for a couple of nights, but it was the last opportunity we had to share in the extreme adrenaline rush that came with gravity shifting through Yorkshires countryside. The Gravity Shift was the ride all the kids talked about, a Frisbee-shaped flying cocoon hanging delicately on a pendulum. 

Its victims were pinned to the threshold, hanging on for their dear lives. It kept on spinning at miraculous speeds with the centrifugal force keeping the kids at bay. The thought of it made me sick to my stomach, but I wouldn’t be the one to cower in fear.

“Are you okay, Taylor? Your heart is racing.” Lucian asked.

“Yes, I’ll be fine.” I smiled hesitantly, hoping I wouldn’t give myself a myocardial infarction before I even got on.

Pearce laughed as he punched my shoulder playfully. 

“Ha, Taylor, you’re going to love this monster!”

“I do have a thing for monsters.” I smirked, eyeing Lucian beside me.

“Come on, Jessie,” Pearce said as he took her hand and pulled her into the queue.

Rowena, Chase, and the twins followed as Lucian picked me up, fireman style, running towards the queue of future victims. Pretending to drop me, I kicked out. 

“Lucian! Put me down,” I giggled.

“Get a room you two,” Rowena groaned, clearly she had hoped Ricky would turn up.

“He may still come.”

“Yeah, he may.” She smiled faintly.

Ricky was a boy from our English class. It was clear he liked her too, but even Rowena was too shy to ask him out on a date. The two of them would match perfectly, but neither dared speak to the other. 

“Why don’t we go for a double date sometime, Rowena?” 

“Could do, but how do I ask him?”

“You just talk to him as you are talking to me now. Ask him if he fancies coming out to watch a movie with you and a couple of friends. He’s bound to say yes!”

“You think?” she asked. 

I nodded with hopeful submission, that alone was enough to turn her faint sweet smile into something made of glee.

“Talking about Ricky,” Pearce said, “he’s right behind you.”

“Ha, nice one Pearce.” He was always the king of all things amusing.

“No, actually he is,” I said, as Ricky tapped Rowena on the shoulder.

Rowena’s cheeks glistened red. 

“Hi Rowena!” Ricky chirped.

“Oh, hello!” Rowena smiled, but her nerves were showing around the edges.

The conversation was strained, to say the least. Lucian gleamed at the delight of the two, pussy-footing around one another. 

“Rowena, didn’t you want to ask Ricky something?” Lucian asked, smirking.

“I, erm!” she exclaimed, with brightened cheeks and shaking hands

I couldn’t help but smile. It was sweet watching two people, who were obviously made for one another, struggle with their first ever true conversation. 

“The movies,” she said, unable to string a sentence together.

“She means, would you like to come with us one night, Ricky?” I asked, helping my best friend out.

“Wow....” he exclaimed, with a nervous flicker in his eyes. “Yes, I would love to!”

“That settles it then, a double date it is.” Lucian cheered.

Rowena evidently wanted the ground to swallow her up. Ricky smiled. 

“Are you going on the Gravity Shift, Rowena?” 

“Yes, I think I am,” she said staring up at the monstrosity before her with worry in her eyes.

“Can I join?”

“Of course!” Rowena exclaimed, as Ricky hopped in beside her, ready to become martyr for the cause.

“Aren’t they sweet?” I whispered to Lucian. He held my hand, pulled me close, and planted a soft kiss on my pink lips.

“I crave you, Taylor. You know that, don’t you?” His words spoke of his yearning.

“Yes, I think I do.” I smiled, kissing him back.

“We’re next!” Jessie shrieked.

“How many?” the gruff youth asked, as we entered the pit of angst.

“Nine,” Pearce stated, quickly counting heads to be sure.

“Yeah, go ahead,” the unkept boy said, pushing us forward.

“Jeez, he’s pleasant.” Pearce laughed, tugging Jessie in tow.

I gulped at the lack of containers before us. Nothing more than a metal harness to keep us from flying into oblivion. 

“It’ll be fine, Taylor. You know I’ll never let anything hurt you.” Lucian reassured me.

“Yes, but I’m more worried about throwing up that hotdog.” I laughed anxiously with Lucian. 

The wheel of doom started to spin. I was thrown into the hard metal backplate as it spun faster and faster, lifting, rising to the stars, cautioning that it could release us at any moment it liked. The fear shrouded me as my stomach warned expulsion. Lucian strained forward against the force, gripping my hand. For the rest of the ride, I looked at him, smiled at him, with his wind-swept hair and tremendous strength. He was mine and I was his.

The rest of the evening was spent together, the nine of us laughing and joking. Even Rowena and Ricky managed to hold a conversation. Pearce and Jessie had started to hit it off and the twins were laughing while soaking Chase with water guns, rather than the stall's targets before them.

“Cut it out!” a soaked Chase shouted at Emma. 

“You’ve got to admit, that was funny!” she declared as he soaked her back. 

The water went everywhere. Jessie had Pearce pinned down with a super soaker to his forehead. Lucian whisked around, untouched by any shot aimed his way, while I looked like a drowned rat, mocked by the speedster boyfriend and drenched by my so-called friends.

Drying off, we headed back to the cars. The night sky enveloped us with a magical shroud that was as dark as evil portrayed itself to be. The cold crept in as I shuddered in my wet clothes. Lucian pulled me close, his cool exterior gyrated through me as I yearned for the warmth of a human touch.

Saying our goodbyes, Lucian and I jumped in the back of Pearce’s convertible, roof up. He was our ride for the night and loved to show off his new car at every opportunity. I believe his parents bought him it for his eighteenth, and since then, he had been offering rides to every girl in town. I would say literally, but clearly his heart was only holding out for Jessie’s approval.

“Which way are you going, Pearce?” Jessie questioned, as he had taken the wrong turn two roads back.

“The scenic route!” he proclaimed, as we drove over a dirt track through the forest beside Lake Meed. Memories of the gang swimming in the clear fresh water stirred through my mind, as Jessie hitched up the radio.

“It’s given out storms, guys,” Jessie informed. “It’s a good thing we left when we did!”

“True,” I uttered as I snuggled into Lucian's chest, yearning for the fervency of his touch. Staring out of the window through the cloaked forest beside us, I couldn’t help but feel the chill of his body caress my own.

Blasting through my hankering thoughts, the car leapt to the side. Pearce panicked as Lucian leant forward over him keeping the steering wheel central. 

“Don’t brake!” he shouted, “let it slow down on its own.”

The tyre had blown and the car hurtled towards the treeline. Every instinct screamed for us to brake, but Lucian said that we would only spin out if he did, unable to control where the vehicle ended up. With his advice, we slowed down to a peaceful, resilient stop.

“Man, that made my heart pound!” Pearce sniggered, resting his hand on Jessie’s. 

The adrenaline had hit us all at that heart stopping moment, well, all except Lucian, who was always perfectly in control.

“Stay put. I’ll replace it.” Pearce ordered.

“Want a hand?” Lucian challenged.

“No, I’m good. Thanks man,” he said as Lucian nodded in acceptance.

The three of us sat patiently while the car shook and trembled as Pearce attempted to replace the tyre. Lucian wrapped his arms around me, pulled me close, and kissed me deeply. Jessie sat singing with the radio, not even noticing the lustful teenagers in the backseat of Pearce’s convertible.

A bellowing scream pierced the darkness surrounding the car as Pearce screeched to get back inside. A bloodied hand thudded our window and then something huge grabbed him and pulled him into the woods beyond. As quick as a flash, Lucian warned us to stay inside and lock the doors, then sped away after Pearce and whatever had taken him. Jessie appeared in shock, gobsmacked at both Lucian's speed and the huge beast that had taken our friend.

I trembled as I heard Pearce’s cries absorb into the air that encompassed us. Tears fell from my porcelain face, shivering as the salty taste caressed my cold lips. I knew the monster. It was the beast that killed my mother. It changed my life and now it had my friend. How had we not seen it coming? It had appeared from nowhere, taken him leaving only a bloodied handprint in its place.

The forest fell quiet, not a stirring in sight. I couldn’t hear Pearce's struggles any longer, or his cries for mercy. Even Lucian no longer growled through the altercation. The only apparent sounds were that of a broken female whimpering and the ectopic palpitations of my own heart. Adrenaline streamed through my muscles as my fight or flight instincts kicked in. I couldn’t wait, couldn’t stay there like a deer in the headlights. I needed to help them, to do anything to save them. Lucian couldn’t take that thing on alone.

Adrenaline does funny things to you. I had convinced myself that, somehow, I could take on the razor-edged beast, battle it down, and dominate it to do my bidding. 

“JESSIE, JESSIE!” I screamed. She looked up at me through tearful eyes. “Stay here, do not leave this car! I need to help them.” 

And with that, I was gone. I left the car, slammed the door, and ran through the cold night towards what I thought were where the screams were coming from. Trailing through the darkness bought along its own set of fears; the shadelings. They’d developed a taste for me, and like leeches to blood, they had screamed out and suctioned my life away. That alone was enough to send any sane person running in the opposite direction, but then I was never known for my sanity.

Leaves crackled, twigs snapped; the forest enjoyed tempting my fear with its creeping hands. The sounds grew louder as I trod closer, a gurgling before me deep down in the underbrush. It was Pearce, lying there, soaked in blood. Running over to him I tripped, falling over a rock and bashing my head in the process. Pain seared through my skull as I gripped my head, putting pressure on the wound. I crawled over to Pearce to help him up, to get us out of there.

There was no way Pearce would be able to move without help, though. His leg had been slashed open and blood was spurting everywhere. I pulled my belt off, attempting to minimise the blood loss. 

“Taylor,” his voice strained, “Lucian, he’s...” he trailed off as Lucian appeared by my side, covered in blood.

“Lucian! What happened? Are you okay?” I yelped, my voice pitched high. 

“Shush, Taylor, it’s still nearby. I can feel it.”

“Whose blood is that?”

“Mine, the beast's, Pearce’s, probably yours. I lost track,” he said. “He won’t make it, Taylor. I had to do it.”

“Do what?” I asked.

“It’s okay. He’s lost too much blood. The shadelings would have taken him if I didn’t help.”

“What do you mean help?”

“Just know, he will survive and be stronger for it, but please be quiet, it’s still near.”

The grumbling sound of the Earth below us shattered as the beast rose high, pounding towards us. A darkness surrounded its fiery body as it ran across the undergrowth at a tremendously exquisite speed, even one Lucian couldn’t outrun. 

“Run, Taylor, run!” Lucian bellowed as he jumped into the darkness, battling the beast with his own silver blades and a strength unlike any other.

I watched in awe as he sliced and diced at the creature. The two of them merged into one as they sped about each other with a lightening force. Pearce gripped my ankle. 

“Run, get away!” he gurgled. 

And with that his eyes closed, muscles relaxed, and chest fell silent. He was gone, taken by the nightmare before us, killed by the murderous bloodlust of the beast. Completely and utterly gone.

“Get back from him!” Lucian screeched at me. 

Taking his eyes off the beast, he missed a deadly upper cut and he flew, pounding onto the rock before me. I stayed by Pearce, weeping. He was gone, dead.  By the looks of it, we were all next.

“Taylor, move!” Lucian yelled as the beast targeted me. 

I winced, closing my eyes and cradling my body as I cocooned myself, waiting for the claws to end my life once again. But they never came. The forest had grown silent and as I opened my tear stained eyes, I saw the world had discoloured. Everything appeared black and white as the beast ran straight through me with a gnarled expression on its face. 

Lucian ran to me, pulling me away from it and back to the colourful, bloodied reality I once came from. Protecting my body, he stared into my eyes and kissed the tip of my nose. 

“RUN!” he bellowed in a deep, booming voice. 

The command shook through my body and every muscle obeyed, every lifeforce within me pushed forward. My legs ran faster and faster, as quick as they could carry me. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t stop running. I knew I had to, knew I needed to. He had implanted a thought in my mind and I had no choice but to except it. So I ran, back through the darkness, back through reality, and all the way to the teary-eyed female in the car, Jessie. 

As I reached the car, a streak of light flew past me. I swear I saw Elisha within that streak. They had come to help their brother, their kin. I had obeyed his command, no matter how he had demanded it. My work was done. I had run all the way back to the car and I was exhausted from it. Jessie stepped out, shaking in fear. 

“Taylor, is he?”

“I don’t know, Jessie. Lucian's there. We need to go back.”

“I, I don’t know if I can go in there.”

“I have a feeling it will be safe now,” I said. 

We ran through the darkness towards the Darkwaters and their battle with death. As we reached them, Jessie shrieked in horror. Lucian battered down at the beast with silvered blades and fanged teeth. Julian struck it down with a storm of ice and snow. Nic’s polar bear form swiped at its frozen body while Elisha’s tantalising allurement kept it in place. It was a battle for the hardy. 

“What are they?” she cried out, turning the beast’s attention to herself.

She cowered in fear as the beast battered the ground to get to her, to get back to me. I held her hand as I encased my body over hers, protecting her as much as I could. Strangely, it worked, as the beast couldn’t reach me again. It had run straight through me as I sat in a world of black and white mist. It had completely missed Jessie too, who sat there staring at our new surroundings. Even the Darkwaters had stopped, watching the beast as it puzzled, looking for us.

Then, with the winds of change, an enormous howl broke the silence, a noise that carried on the wind and immersed the beast with fear. A pack of Lycans appeared. They snarled at the beast and surged into formation beside the Darkwaters.

The beast turned and fled, running off with a pack of hungry Lycans bounding after it. I saw the Darkwaters talking and Julian quickly picked up Pearce’s body and ran furiously in the direction they had come from. Jessie and I were back in reality. 

“Where’s Pearce?” Jessie asked.

Before I could answer, before I could tell her of his death, Lucian spoke. 

“He'll be fine. Julian has taken him to the hospital. He needs to heal, so give him a few weeks and I’m sure he will be back on his feet again,” Lucian said empathetically.

“But Lucian!” I exclaimed. How could he not tell her he was dead?

“I will explain later, Taylor. All will be fine, trust me.” Strangely enough, I did just that. 
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Rising up, ready for the new day, I remembered what Lucian had told me on the journey home. I knew he could control thoughts, but I didn’t understand how. He promised that he had only ever used it the once and that was to save my life and get me to run. Not that it had done any good, considering I ran straight back there again. 

The conversation in the car ride home had explained quite a lot about that night, well, as much as I thought to ask at the time. To be perfectly honest with the world, my body and mind was bruised and tired. Lucian had helped my head wound heal as he had kissed me with the surprising metallic taste of blood streaming into my mouth, sealing the wound as if it never happened. But he couldn’t cure the exhaustion, the downside of coming down from adrenaline and last night’s drug of choice. That was something only sleep and a nice hot bath could cure, so I had done just that. Once I was tucked into bed, Lucian appeared beside me, stroking my hair goodnight and kissing my forehead before he disappeared down the old oak tree.

He had said Jessie would be fine and she wouldn’t remember the speed or strength the Darkwaters embodied. Instead, she would remember a mere wolf attacking Pearce and him surviving with nothing more than a few cuts and bruises. Pearce wouldn’t be around for a few weeks after Lucian had done something to him to save his life. He wouldn’t say what, but I could guess. Watching all those reruns of Buffy helped. 

In the morning, Rowena stopped by. 

“Hey, it was a good night last night.”

“Last night?” I questioned fearfully, recalling the deadly attack of the beast.

I must have looked scared. 

“Err, yes, Taylor. The fair?” She replied.

“Oh, yes! I had a lovely time. How about you and Ricky?”

“Well, I’ll tell you all about that if you tell me what’s really bothering you.”

“I, uh, nothing. It’s okay, we just had some car trouble last night.”

“What do you mean? Is everyone okay?”

“Yes, well, Pearce had a few cuts and bruises, but nothing that won’t mend. He’s at the hospital.”

“What? Now that’s the opening conversation you should have started with, Taylor! What happened?”

“A wolf,” I said, recalling what Lucian told me he had put into Jessie’s mind.

“Jeez! That’s scary. No wonder you’re on edge today. Is Lucian keeping an eye on you?” she smirked.

“You could say that.” I smiled.

“Right, time for coffee,” she ordered, pulling me out the door.  

We drove to the local coffee shop in the centre of town.

“Anyway, enough about me... what were you saying about Ricky?” I asked when we sat down.

“Yes, I was, wasn’t I?” She warmed. “It went well last night, didn’t it?”

“Well, you two seemed to hit it off, once you’d got over the stuttering first conversation.” I ridiculed.

“Ha! I like him, and I think he likes me,” she paused, “well, I hope he does.”

“Yes, he does. It’s obvious, even before you two engaged in conversation you were swooning over one another!” I said as I nudged her, smirking. “Give him a call, set that date for the cinema.”

“Do you think?”

“There’s no time like the present.”

“Fine, I’ll call him now!” she exclaimed, with a look of excitement.

While she was gone I sat listening to the talk of the town. The whispers told the story of the disappearance of the two girls. Gossip trails streamed amongst the patrons as the buzz line of fact and fiction blurred beyond comprehension. 

The past few months had been a maze of anticipation for me. What would happen with Lucian? What was he and what was I? I was afraid; the thought of what I could have scared me. Was I good? Evil? Would I lose my humanity? Not only that, but while I sat there listening to Rowena ramble about the date she’d set with Ricky, I wondered how safe I was. Sitting there in the little coffee shop in the middle of Elvington centre, with no one to help me if the beast attacked.

But what if the shadelings came back? How would I, a fragile human, defend myself against them? What if the beast returned? Didn’t it have my scent now? It could have easily taken me. In every shadow, in every dark area, I did not feel safe. I never felt safe anymore. 

Almost as though he heard the fear ticking through my veins, the bells jangled on the coffee shop door and Lucian walked in. 

“Ah, there you are!” He smiled.

“I hope you’re taking care of her,” Rowena remarked. "I heard about the wolf last night.”

“Ah, yes. She’s always safe with me.” He sat beside us and casually placed his cool hand over my own. “So, are you ready for tonight?”

“Oh, what’s tonight Taylor?” Rowena smirked.

I laughed. 

“Lucian's promised to teach me Taekwondo.”

“What? Really?” She laughed “Is that code for something else?” She winked as we joined in her laughter.

Later that day, training commenced, and as the days rolled by, I became more and more exhausted. Classes at the academy, training afterwards, and then going straight home to bed. My life was a merry-go-round of fictional delight. Time with Lucian was always nice. He was a good trainer and always knew when best to steal a kiss or a cuddle. We were good together, and through him I was learning more, getting stronger, gaining control.

Rumours kept circulating over the following weeks about the missing girls. As each day flooded into the next, the families' of those taken were forever lost, forever mourning. Their grief poured out from their veins, flowing through the air like the sweet smell of Kerosene, sickening to the lungs of many.

Days turned into weeks, until the day the Darkwaters didn’t turn up. Lucian rang to say they were tracking the beast across the moors and he would be home as soon as he could. I’d learnt a lot in the past few months. His training had started to really help. I could throw a punch, dodge a hit, and use my auric energy to direct a light beam in any direction. It still wasn’t accurate, and I’d even say I was a liability to anyone mortal nearby. But should the need arise, I could hold my own... well sort of.

The weeks ticked by and I spent my time with my friends. Rowena and I had grown closer and the gang at lunch time always kept me entertained, especially Chase’s obvious devotion to Jessie. Jessie was any girl’s best friend; she was complimentary, self-sacrificing, and beautiful inside and out. Even though most of the boys had a thing for her, she never batted an eyelid. She always acted compassionate, graceful, and gallant. The problem was Pearce. He had been missing since the beast attacked, but no one seemed concerned. I wondered if the Darkwaters had controlled their thoughts, implanting suggestions into the minds of Pearce’s parents, so they would put everyone else’s minds at ease. I could only presume he was shacked up with the Darkwaters, learning how to control his bloodlust, Buffy style.

The twins had invited us all to their cabin for the weekend. It was a weekend to remember, one where each of us got together, nestled in pyjamas like a family of siblings, and snuggled in duvets beside the roaring open fire. It was nice being with the group again. No one expected anything from me, I could just sit happily as I was, drinking the night away like a true, human girl.

Then there was Harland, the mysterious boy with a haunting look in his eyes. Rowena had warned me off him, but I followed my instincts and found Harland to be surprisingly fun. Granted, he had a devastatingly dark exterior and always put up a barrier so no one could go near him, but for me, he let loose a little. We had become quite good friends, the laughing and joking type, with the occasional hair ruffling and shoulder punch.

The next month ended with a cool breeze hitting the campus. It would soon be the Yuletide ball. Rowena and I had planned to take a trip dress shopping the next week, something to look forward to as the nights grew longer and the days shorter. For the upcoming weekend, however, Harland and I were taking a time out. The countryside had a lot to offer, miles and miles of moorland with beautiful masses of purple and pink heather. 

“Are you cold Taylor?” Harland asked as I shivered from the autumn winds while we walked along the moors.

“A little,” I replied, and with that he yanked me forwards.

“Race me then,” he shouted and took off. 

Here’s me thinking he would offer his coat. Laughing, I ran to catch him up. 

“That’s not fair, Harland! You had a head start.”

“Wouldn’t have made much of a difference, rooky,” he said laughing, tripping me over.

“Jeez, Harland,” I said, landing beside a burrow of heather. 

“This stuff’s lucky, you know?” 

“Yeah, I could do with some luck.”

“Me too. I’ll fight you for it,” he said tickling me.

“Get off!” I yelled. 

“Your hearts beating fast. You need to work out more.”

“Yeah, thanks for that. I’m working out far too much as it is.”

“Woah, too much information there, girl!”

I blushed. 

“What? No, not like that! Lucian's been teaching me Taekwondo.”

“Hmm, if that’s what you want to call it.”

“What is with you guys always presuming?”

The sky turned from day to night as we sat laughing and joking around about life in general. Later that evening, we returned, back to the safety of my Elvington home. 

A few nights after, the weather began to turn. Nights became darker and autumn cast aside its throws. Leaf by leaf, the trees bared their branches to bring winter along its bay. October had passed, and November threatened to close.

As we entered the academy, a chill swept through the air, leaves rustled, and raindrops fell. The crowds dashed inside, and I turned as four classic cars pulled up. The leaves began to dance once more, parting their way for the Darkwaters arrival. As each one of them left their vehicles, then they glided towards the academy, towards me.

Pearce was with Nicholas. He saw me and came bounding up. He was different, hesitant, almost. 

“Taylor, I’ve missed you!”

“What happened? Where were you?”

“I best let Lucian tell you that, but once he has, we can catch up!” he said as he waved goodbye, running into the academy, ready to start the new school day.

Then there was Lucian; full of allure and depth. His character shone with an aura of deadly beauty, encasing his most handsome desires. He leapt up the steps towards me, appearing more intense and magnetic as the pull of his demure shone through.

My friends had already gone in as Lucian stopped before me, with a twinkle in his eye. The aromatic allure surrounded me once again as my body remembered the intensity of our bond. I was mad at him, mad at myself, as I realised I was deeply in love with him. No matter what he did, nothing would change that. 

“Where were you, Lucian? You can’t do that! You can’t just disappear, it’s not fair,” I said.

He stepped closer, held me tight and spoke softly. 

“I’m sorry, Taylor, I truly am. We had to destroy it, make sure it couldn’t hurt you. It had your scent.”

“Did you find the beast?” I asked, cuddled in his arms.

“No,” he paused, “but it has left the area. Gone South, we believe.”

He took my hand and brought it to his heart. 

"Taylor, I need you to understand what you’re getting into with me.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know I’m a Dark One, but do you know what that is?”

“I have an idea.”

“I was once human like you were. Then Lilith made me her own, changed me to a Dark One, revered me as her Disciple. I have lived over a thousand years, seen over a hundred lifetimes. I've loved and lost too many times to count. I’ve gone by many names, moved though all countries. I’m an original, Taylor, the first of my kind, and because of that, I’m hunted. We all are. Being with me is dangerous. I fear I have endangered you already.”

“No, you’re not the reason we met on the subway. You tried to save us all. It’s the beast that killed my mother.”

“But I cannot be with you, not like that. I want to, but I’m scared I’m putting your life in danger. The beast is after you because of me, because you were in the wrong place at the wrong time."

“I don’t believe that. I believe in destiny and fate. You said you thought I was something more, someone special.”

“And you are, you always will be, to me.”

“Then let’s live in the moment.”

“But can you accept me as I am? I am darkness, after all. Evil lives inside of me.”

"Then show me, Lucian, show me what you are." 

Jumping up on the side railing, he balanced impeccably, grinning with mischief. 

“I can tease you, teach you, lust over you, and give you the thrill of a lifetime. Being with me will never be easy, but it will be a love story told for centuries to come. I’m a born-again carnivore, a monster, a killer. But to me, you can be the beat to my heart, the life I yearn for, and the love I hope to gain. I cannot stop thinking of you and no matter how far we are apart, I know you also consider me as your own. So, will you have me, Taylor Lane, will you be the light in my darkness once again?”

And with that he jumped down, landing beside me. Seduced by his words, I found myself leaning forward to kiss him, answering his question. He was mine and I was his. He returned the kiss seductively, gripping at my waist, pulling me closer, tighter still. He cradled my body, holding me up as a weakness trembled through my knees. His body thrust against me as his hands traced across the crease of my spine, up my shirt, pulling tight on the strap of my bra.

He smelt so good as his cologne embraced my senses, woody with a subtle hint of sandalwood. I lusted over his touch. He lifted me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist, leaning in to kiss him deeper. I could feel life rush through him as my own heart skipped a beat for us both. He pulled my hair back, releasing me from his intensity, sweeping his arm around me and transferring me to his back with ease. As he held me tight, I wrapped my arms around his neck and he took off high into the sky. 

Leaping through the air above, gliding gracefully across the side of the academy, we flashed over the rooftops with a speed so deadly it made my heart flutter.  We reached a canopy of trees, which Lucian sailed over with the balance and awe of a ballet dancer pirouetting on ice. We landed briefly on the tip of Fire Peak, then soared through the sky as he leapt over to an aged water mill, bounding off the side, and running at full force across fields of hay and corn.

The wind swept through my locks and ruffled my clothing as we leapt from tree to tree, flying like a bird, leaping like a kangaroo. The pressure was light against my cheeks as we danced across the clouds. I no longer knew what area we flew above except the feeling that if this was a dream, it was one I never wanted to end. I was back in the arms of my protector, soaring high, bounding from structure to structure, flying at a speed faster than any I’d seen before.

Lucian slowed to stop on a meadow beside the lake, with its high-pitched hills in the distance, surrounding us, closing us in and away from any wandering eyes. The brisk rays of the sun escaped through the clouds above, cascading across the lake like a dance of fairies and firelight.

I looked up at him as we sat on the meadow, taking in the beauty of the lake before us. 

“You’re not a monster, Lucian.” I said.

“How do you know?”

“You have more heart than any person I know, even if yours doesn’t beat.” I paused. “How can you even consider yourself evil, a killer? You’re not the angry type.”

“Would a killer be angry though?” he asked.

“I would have thought so.”

“But surely the refrained killer, who took pride in their work, would be one to fear the most?”

“That’s not you, Lucian.”

“No, but it used to be. I was a Dark One before a Disciple.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Control. I can control the bloodlust as a Disciple. I still need fresh blood, but I don’t have to kill to get it.”

“So, you are a vampire?” I asked.

He laughed. 

“The things you see on the screen warp your mind, none of that’s real. It’s a fairy tale, in comparison.” He looked at me, his face serious. “We are all predators in this world. We all hunt, even humans do, and they make a sport of it, whereas Dark One’s only hunt out of necessity. But, it’s not to say we don’t enjoy it. It’s the thrill of the chase, the intensity of the capture, and the fulfilling nature of the feed. Dark One’s are born cannibals, feeding on the world around them, acting out in their way through the bloody support system that preserves our livelihood. But you need never fear me.”

“I don’t, but I can’t say the same for what I am,” I said smiling.

He laughed. 

“Indeed, what you are is something a lot scarier than I.”

He propped himself up and looked deep into my eyes, studying my expression, and then kissed me. The kiss passed through me like a bolt of lightning surging through my veins. The passion ignited my calm exterior, turning on my inner seductive nature as I devoured the kiss. Whatever he was, whatever he had become, and whatever I was, it didn't matter. What mattered was how tight I held him, how close our bodies were, and how much he kissed me right then. 

Lying on the soft meadow, he laid beside me. My temperature rose, heart thumped. I wanted more, needed him right at that moment. Holding my hands above my head, he climbed on top. His physique covered my own as he pulled off his top, pressing against me with his cool exterior. My lustful desire sizzled as my inner succubus came out to play. Roses caressed the air. He kissed my neck, tracing his tongue down and over my bosom. 

Freeing my hands, I held on to him, pulling him closer, kissing him harder. Growling in an animalistic manner, my pretty pink nails dug in. His body tensed, arched as he groaned in arousal as I held on tighter.

Holding my neck, he kissed me harder, deeper still. I wanted to move closer, lose myself to him. He pulled me in, tempting me further like an offering of something sweet, delicious, and necessary. He growled, ravenously ripping off my blouse. The buttons pinged across the meadow while the soft grass tickled provocatively at my back, cushioning me as I took all his weight while he bared down on me. The wind bristled through my hair, sweeping across my torso as I sensed a dramatic change in direction. Leaves rustled across the grassland and danced together as Lucian took his scarf and lowered it over my head. It trailed over my face as he covered my eyes, creating a darkened illusion before me. 

“Taylor, listen. Engage your senses.”

I listened in awe as a flock of birds flapped their wings with the wind that wailed past them. Winter's sun rayed down on my soft supple body, as a slight trickle of sweat slipped across my bosom. Then something light, and delicately soft, stroked across my stomach. The immense feeling of this sensation sent my mind whirling in a thousand different directions. I bit down on my bottom lip when I felt Lucian's torso collide with my own. Skin on skin as he whipped off my bra, tracing a line of butterfly kisses over each breast.

“Do you want more Taylor?” Lucian whispered seductively in my ear. 

“Yes!” My voice almost raspy with heat.

I could feel his hands unclasping the button on my jeans, sliding them off slowly while speeding out of his own. The blindfold remained as his every movement tickled throughout me.  Delicate kisses caressed my stomach, my hands wandered over his chest, his abs, his buttocks.

Off came the blindfold as I saw him before me, muscular, toned and quite adapt for what was about to come. He growled as he knelt up, pulling my body on to him, piercing through me as our bodies joined as one. Gripping my thighs, we moved faster then slower then faster again. Every part of me screamed devotion. Hot beads of sweat rippled down my breasts as our bodies took flight in an erythematic dance of passion.

Over and over we groaned until we could sweat no more. Senses overwhelmed as the surge of ecstasy pulsated through our bodies. Lucian’s body stiffened, arching back as we came together, knowing each other inside and out. 

Falling beside me, he drew me in close for a long-lasting cuddle. A skin to skin perfect moment where he cradled my body with his own, stroking my hair gentle, caring.

“Are you okay, Taylor?” he delicately asked,

“I’m perfect right now, Lucian.”

And with that, we snuggled in silence, our naked bodies entwined as the day turned to night and the stars began to fall. 

“Taylor,” Lucian softly spoke as he gently woke me up.

It appeared I had fallen asleep for a little while but waking to Lucian's naked body beside my own was the perfect way to wake up.

“You fell asleep. What did you mean by the stars are falling?”

“Huh?”

“You were saying it while you slept.”

“Oh, I have no idea Lucian,” I said. 

He shrugged it off as we dressed, laughing away, snuggled together as he took flight bringing me safely back to Elvington.
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Chapter 12
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Yesterday was magical. Isn’t that what I should say? It’s true, though. Soppy, but true. At seventeen, I’d spent my most perfect moments in the arms of my lover. Happy endorphins were cruising through me as I smiled at what the day could bring.

Lucian was waiting downstairs, ready to take Caleb and I to the academy. 

“Morning Taylor,” he smiled, offering me pancakes. 

He’d spent the morning helping my dad cook them. They got on quite well and Dad's pancakes had improved greatly.

“These are really good!” I said.

“Thanks, Taylor. Your boyfriend's a keeper,” Dad said as I sat blushing, much to Caleb’s amusement.

Lucian smiled, ruffling Caleb’s hair.

“Come on, we had better head out,” I said, kissing Dad goodbye.

It was cold, chillingly translucent. I felt as though I saw the world for what it was, a façade. Nothing I knew before London was real. The monsters truly did hide in the shadows, and I was dating one.

Kissing my boyfriend goodbye, I headed over to Maths. Pearce was already there to sit beside me. He was usually a whiz at calculus, but that day he appeared distant. I poked and prodded for information but that only annoyed him further. He even hid to avoid Jessie during lunchbreak. Something was clearly wrong.

After class my world brightened up as Lucian appeared, jumping over the side stairs to interlock arms and kissing me passionately. Rowena giggled in delight. We were public now, hands clasped as we walked out, heads held high, and smiling from ear to ear. A few whistles followed us as Lucian turned and took a bow.

“What’s wrong, Taylor?” Lucian inquired. “I can sense it on you.”

“Sense what?”

“Stress, its radiating from you.”

“I’m fine, just concerned about Pearce.”

“Why? What has he done?” he glared.

“Done? No. nothing, why do you think he had done something?”

“He’s new, remember? I told you he changed, it was what needed to happen for him to remain with us.”

“Okay, well, he hasn’t done anything, he’s just really distant and avoided Jessie during lunch. There’s something wrong with him.”

“Hmm,” he pondered, “he’s hungry and doesn’t trust himself around Jessie.”

“Hungry? He didn’t have lunch, but this was before lunch.”

“No, Taylor,” he laughed, “H.U.N.G.R.Y.” He slowly and firmly spelt out.

“Oh, well what do you usually eat? Can’t you hunt a deer or something?” 

It was a question I hadn’t thought about yet. I had been too mesmerised in our field frolics by the lakeside. I must pay more attention.

“Deer helps, but I believe he may want something more. Don’t worry about it, I’ll take him out later tonight.”

“Hmm, that worries me, but I don’t want to know what you two will be doing in the dark!” I said as he laughed. 

The cold wind howled as Lucian drove me home. 

“The wind's getting up, be careful hunting tonight, please.” I said.

He smirked, a familiar expression. 

“Of course, we’ll be fine.” He kissed me goodbye. He watched me in and off he went.

Upstairs, the old oak tree outside my window swayed in the wind. Howling through the semi open window, the tree branches scratched and scraped across the glass pane. I turned to close the window and felt a presence behind me. 

“Lucian, you made me jump!” I laughed, turning around. 

It wasn’t Lucian.

It looked human but stood covered in shadow as he growled under his breath.

“Who are you?” 

“You know who I am,” it said as it took a step towards me. 

The body of a monster stepped out of the darkness. His stony exterior cracked and creased as he walked, urging closer ever still.

“What do you want?”

“You, Disciple, you.”

“Who? I think you have the wrong house. I’m nobody, I’m not a Disciple.”

“I smelt you from afar, tracked you here.”

“The Femme Fatale?” I questioned, backing into the wall.

“Yes,” it hissed.

“I’m not a Femme Fatale, I just carry their scent.”

“You lie!” it yelled, slapping the side of my face, knocking me over. 

Even with all the training, I didn’t see that coming. Within seconds it was on top of me, his hot smoky skin wrapped around me.

“No more lies, your power will be mine!” he exclaimed, his tongue forked at the tip as he hissed, tracing it across my neckline. 

I cringed. He was burning hot as my skin heated up and beads of sweat trickled down my neck. Hands clammy, I kicked and pushed it away, but it was too strong, too big. No matter how hard I tried, it wouldn’t budge. I considered screaming for my dad, but I knew full well it’d kill him in an instant. With Caleb asleep next door, I couldn’t do anything to alert them. I needed Lucian, any of them. I was no match for this thing. I didn’t have their strength and my energy fizzled when I tried to use it. I was nothing, no one, and at that moment I was demon bait.

Gaining confidence, summoning strength, I had to do something. 

“GET OFF ME!” I demanded. It laughed, hard.

“WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE COMMANDING ME?” he boomed, “DO YOU KNOW WHO I AM?”

“No, now get off me,” I said, calming my body down. 

It held me down with its rough sandpapery skin serrating my flesh. Holding my neck, it strangled me, gripping tighter and tighter. Anymore and it’d break. Anything else, and I’d snap, the fragile little human, broken like a porcelain doll. Its face began to ripple and contract. The creature before me started to shift, changing shape, spurting a language unbeknownst to me. I couldn’t take the pain of his skin any longer. 

“GET OFF ME!” I yelled, as the door hammered and pounded. “DAD! DAD!” I screamed, “HELP! HELP ME!”

The creature laughed, beating my face with its sharpened claws. Warmth trickled down my face, I couldn’t see for the crimson colouring flushed over me.

“TAYLOR!” my dad shouted, “CALEB, CALL THE POLICE! TAYLOR, MOVE AWAY FROM THE DOOR, I’LL BREAK IT DOWN!” He hammered his body weight against the door. It wobbled and splintered but didn’t open in time.

Darkness lay above me, crushing my body into the floor. The weight, he’s too heavy. I can’t breathe! My neck threatened to break as I began to see specks of light flashing before my eyes. It seemed intrigued by fear. It used its sticky silvery tongue to lick the side of my face, and as it did I cried louder. It clasped its talons across my mouth, gripping it shut. No scream could escape my lips, no cries for help as I lay victim to the demon before me. I was alone, afraid, and trembling.

It hadn’t come to kill me, not yet, anyway. It’d come to take my life force, just like the shadelings. But it didn’t look like a shadeling, it looked like the Devil incarnate. What was it and why did it think I was a ‘Disciple’?

It took its time, enjoyed watching my expressions as it nicked at parts of me, tasting my blood, playing with me like a coiled snake taunting its prey. I remembered what Lawrence said. Since my encounter with the Femme Fatale, I had become more alluring, a drug to the supernatural and that day, I was the creature's drug of choice. 

It bit me ravenously, wanting to devour me, eat me alive. I screamed, yet no sound could escape. But I wouldn’t stop screaming, fighting, and trying to push it away. As I continued to fight for my life, it whipped out a tail from behind it. I hadn’t realised it had a tail before, but it was a long, pointed and bladed tail. Part of it that was so deadly it reminded me of a scorpion, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice.

In amidst the chaos, I tried to harness any powers I had. Why wouldn’t they work! The hand of the beast punched my face as specks of black and white flashed before me and my brain threatened to go unconscious. I fought the pain back, I had to keep on fighting this thing. The body of the demonic creature crippled and shifted back to its own self. A creature with dark greyed skin, textured like sandpaper. Its crackled finish gave way to a hot inner core as it gleamed through the crevices, threatening to burn every part of me.

The door pounded again and again, threatening to break, just not in time, too slow, too late. Its tongue slithered and hissed, I could feel its desire as it bit down, drinking my blood, chewing down on my flesh. No one's coming. No one can save me. I’m on my own. Every part of me burns and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. 

Then, for a moment, it let go. The putrid smell of burning flesh surrounded me as it pulled me up and threw me across the floor like a rag doll. It growled angrily as I lay burned, pained, and bloody. My once pale skin was scorched from its body in places no woman should ever be scorched.

I began to shake uncontrollably. I needed to vanish again, disappear into another realm, be anywhere else than here. But nothing happened, nothing helped, and no matter how hard I closed my eyes, the creature was still there. I struggled further as it gripped my neck again, squeezing harder, abrading my skin with its infernal hands. I screamed internally as my blood fled from my body. Choking for breath, I passed out.

The wind grew louder as I awoke painfully to my name being screamed in the distance. A Lycan joined in the fight, leaping on top of the demon, throwing it sideways to crash into the wall. The demonic creature roared in defence, pouncing, ripping through the room like a tornado taking down a city block. 

As the monsters roared and hissed in a deadly fight for existence, the door pounded, with my father still screaming to get in. So much anger, so much pain, too many monsters to understand. and no more air to breath. I collapsed into the arms of a Lycan, the monster that saved me. A familiar monster, but a monster nonetheless, and with that I knew I would die once again. 

I lay drifting into the land of death and dismay, and the monster before me wept. It cradled my body in its arms, protecting me as the screams of my family numbed my thoughts and my eyes shut, speaking their final goodbye.

In another land, in another place, I could no longer feel pain. Instead, I felt the emotions within; the anger, the fear, the frustration. My body died in the arms of another, it shouldn’t have happened like this, I couldn’t have ended this way. What was the creature that rescued me and why did it weep the tears of a mortal as it lay cradling my broken body? 

As I died, I changed. I felt the anger rush through my body, the darkness consuming me. The evil took over, creeping through my skin like a parade of red ants making way to their queen. The heat screamed out beneath me, pulsating at my very being. My head began to pound as it wrapped its claws around me devouring my soul inside, disturbing my innocence as it twisted its way through my body one cell at a time. 

The beast within me brought out my inner desire to lunge forward and tear everything apart, every emotion screamed agony as it triumphantly took over. The bloodlust screeched as rage flowed through my veins. 

It is time, Taylor Lane, it is time to feel the truth within you. I opened my eyes.

Light pounded through my vision, soaring into me like a fire extinguishing all oxygen. It blinded me, screamed at my eyes as the person whose arms I lay in placed something over my shattered complexion. Looking through the sunglasses, I found myself in the arms of Lucian.

It appeared that I was lying on a bed. Beside me was a floor-to-ceiling length of windows that looked out over a calming lake. The sun had risen and given birth to the birds who tweeted their morning song through the eyes of winter's reign. The cool air relaxed through me as my hearing started to come back and I noticed Lucian talking to me, mouthing my name repeatedly.

“Taylor, Taylor,” he spoke calmly, but with fear and regret shadowing his expression. 

Worry became his expression as I looked through him, past him, unable to speak but taking in the faces around me. Elisha stood behind, watching me in dismay. Had someone died? The look of pity that crept across her face started to worry me. Where was I? What was wrong with me?  How did I get here? Strangely, though, Harland stood beside Lucian. There must have been something drastically wrong if Harland and Lucian were in the same room. Harland reached out and took my hand. 

“It’s not working, Lucian.”

“I know. I’m trying” A metallic taste slipped past my lips, caressing the back of my throat.

“I told you I can try. It’s better than death, you know that.”

“She does not know, and it should be her choice, Harland.” Lucian said as his anger began to show. 

My body began to shake and shudder, pain shot through me as every muscle tensed up, locking into place. I growled out, howling through the pain as Lucian laid me on the bed backing off.

Harland looked frightened. 

“What is she?”

“How am I supposed to know? What the hell was it that took her?” he screamed at him.

“Taylor?” Lucian and Harland said at the same time.

Looking at them both, relief flooded their faces. I slowly sat up as every muscle ached and pained. In the glass beside me a leathery, burnt, and bloody looking female reflected. The skin rippled away as it shed, vanishing before my eyes, and leaving the pale burnt figure of my true human self-cast back. A little battered and broken, but a figure I recognised, and by the looks of it, one that everyone was happy to see. Lucian draped a sheet over my naked form and held me tight, weeping a little in delight of my astonishing recovery.

“It was the Devil, Lucian,” I mumbled.

“What?”

“The Devil.”

“That doesn’t make sense. The Devil died centuries ago. What did it look like?"

“Fiery skin, textured like sandpaper, claws, a scorpion’s tail.”

“It can’t be!”

“Who, Lucian?” Harland asked.

“Lilith’s henchman, Seine,” he paused. “If he’s risen, then it must mean Lilith’s coming back.”.

I lay broken, watching the Darkwaters and Harland discuss Seine and what his re-entry onto this plane meant. It didn’t sound good, whatever it was. But one question phased through my mind. 

“How am I still alive?” I asked.

They stopped and looked at Harland as he stepped forward to explain. 

“Do you remember me, Taylor?” 

“The crying wolf. Yes, I do.”

“Crying,” Nic laughed as Harland shot him an angry glance.

“Harland found you, Taylor. It was nearly his time to hunt and he sensed the evil surrounding you. He’s different too, we all are, but we’re not like each other. You’re in his family home. He called us here because you were dying and needed my blood to heal. It's lucky it worked. You looked beyond saving. I am so sorry this happened to you.” Lucian smoothed my singed hair back.

“It was actually Lucian that saved you,” Elisha said, “after the Lycan cried over your dead body.”

“I died?”

“Yep.”

“I gave you my blood.” Lucian said.

“Thank you.”

“You’ll heal now. Take your time,” he said, as I began to feel for the edge of the bedframe.

Looking in the mirror, I began to cry. My beauty had diminished, replaced by the scorched flesh of a monster in the reflection. How could they bare to look at me? How could I live like this?  

“It, it...” I started to cry, or more like sob, as every memory of the painful experience flooded back to me all at once.

“I know, Taylor, I know.” Lucian said as he stroked my hair while I buried my head in his chest. 

“I’m going to fucking find it and rip it apart.” Harland screamed, punching his fist through the adjourning door.

I continued to cry and shake, wanting to rip off my own skin and every ounce of me that had been touched by the demonic being. I screamed, pounding my fists at his chest. I couldn’t take the pain anymore. What was it that had begun to devour me? I was disgusted by it. My skin crawled as I shuddered, gripping at my arms as they itched. I scratched away the pain, the memory, the thoughts.

“Taylor, no.” 

Lucian pulled back my hands wrapping himself around me, holding me tighter still, rocking me gently as I sobbed uncontrollably for a long time. He sat holding me, patiently waiting for me to calm down until I could cry no more. As my breath faltered and eased, Lucian continued to try and comfort me. 

“You will be okay, Taylor, I will make sure we find it and finish it. It can never hurt you again, I won’t allow it. I am so sorry. I should have been there to protect you. I never thought your new nature was so strong that it would lure in the demonic creatures out there. You should not have been alone, and for that I will never forgive myself.”

“It isn’t your fault,” I said.

Harland walked in. 

“Yes, I agree with Elisha. It was her henchman. She needs to forget this,” he said. 

Lucian nodded looking at me intensely. Elisha walked in behind Harland. 

“Now, Lucian, she can’t live with this, not if it’s what we believe it to be. Remove it and I’ll clean up all sign of it. Her family needs to forget, too. I can’t keep them asleep any longer. Its unsafe, and you know that.”

“The packs already out hunting it. The moon is at its highest point, we have to remove all threat now or she'll never be safe,” Harland said with aggression.

“It’s her choice!” Lucian shouted.

He softened as he looked at me. 

“Taylor...”

“Yes?”

“I can take away your pain, remove the memory of this ever happening, but you will not remember anything from the last few days.”

“No, I can’t, won’t, lose that. I must remember. I have to be stronger than this,” I said, pushing him back.

“Okay, of course. We will find Seine, and you can have the pleasure of ripping out its demonic heart. Does that sound better?”

“Perfect,” I smiled, finally. 

It would pay. It would never harm anyone ever again, and I’d take pleasure in seeing its end.
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Chapter 13
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Stirring awake, I stretched and fumbled my way out of bed. I was tired, to say I hadn’t slept was an understatement. I hated sleeping in my room. Feared it, in fact. But with Harland and the pack patrolling outside, and Lucian lying next to me, I was safer than I’d ever been.

Lucian had only agreed that I could go home if he could stay with me. He felt bad, I could tell. It wasn’t his fault. He had a hero complex and whenever anything bad happened to me, he blamed himself. He didn’t really sleep either, just laid there stone cold, unmoving. He looked dead, to be honest. But even as a dead looking Lucian, he was still handsome. What was it about him? I couldn’t help but stare, tracing my fingers over his torso. Together we were perfect, together we were amazing, and together, Lilith’s beastly pet and henchman Seine didn’t stand a chance. I don’t think he’d ever leave me alone again. This was it, this was us, united forevermore.

“Taylor, you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

“Tired and achy, but alive and ready to make that thing pay.”

“That’s my girl,” he exclaimed, “and we will, don’t you worry!” He paused. “But for now, I believe you have a date with Rowena, dress shopping.” 

Her car horn pipped outside.

“Damn, I’m late!”

“I’ll see you in York, my love. I’ll be watching from afar.”

“If I didn’t like you, I’d be creeped out by that.” I laughed as he jumped out of the bedroom window.

Taking a few steps, I felt wobbly, achy, too. Lucian's blood had helped but it didn’t remove the aches and pains. That took human time to heal. My room gleamed, looked immaculate, in fact. Elisha had done a good job. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. After a few minutes, I headed over to the mirror, and as the sunlight shone through, I looked at myself. My perfected body, built with seduction in mind. As I stood there and saw the person before me, with her big hazelnut eyes and bouncy locks, I made myself smile. Positivity, Taylor, you can do this! 

Rowena beeped the horn outside again as I ran down, kissing my dad goodbye. We were off to York to find the perfect dress for the Yuletide dance. I had to admit, I’d been looking forward to a girly shopping trip, a time where life went back to normality. Away from all the monsters and back to partying and prepping for university.

Stonebridge Academy was a great place, but it would be my last year there. I planned to head to university next, probably in York, so I was still close to home for Dad and Caleb, and of course, Lucian. He and I, we were two peas in a pod. His peculiar family accepted me and he’d promised to show me the world. He wanted the best for me. He had pushed me to apply for University after I’d told him about my mother and how she had spent her life helping people. He said I could, too, no matter what I was, I could always devote my life to the greater good. The lists of careers in the service were endless; doctors, surgeons, nurses, police officers, the army, or fire fighters like my father. But for me, well, I had the caring nature my mother was born with, and with it, I wanted to hold the hand of people who felt alone. I saw myself helping people that hid in a world full of darkness, our world the realm beyond all realms. Lucian believed that one day I would be able to travel through the realms. I must admit, I did feel like a super hero when he said that.

Rowena kept chatting away as usual. 

“I’m so excited about the dance. Do you think Ricky would like blue?” 

Ricky was the boy from the fair, he’d asked Rowena to the Yuletide ball earlier that semester. The date at the fairground had played a huge part in that, she had been bouncing on air ever since.

“Yes, I bet he would.” Although, to be honest, I had no clue what Ricky would like. I didn’t really know much about him.

“So, where are we heading?” I said as we arrived, leaving the car down a side street. 

It was cold and wispy outside with the autumn leaves rustling across the courtyard ahead. It was the area where the pied piper played his tune and the Femme Fatale danced a distressingly beautiful dance of death. It left a sickening taste in my mouth. I wasn’t exactly sure why, because after all, I had gained a perfected body from this alluring experience.

“Just down this back alley there’s a fabulous little boutique with exquisite dresses at amazing prices!”

“It sounds great. Lead the way,” I said, intrigued. 

The bell rang as we entered a kooky little shop. The older lady at the till gave us a wave and a gracious smile as Rowena pulled me along and over to a rack of dresses. There were so many beautiful dresses before me, every colour you could imagine. But why were the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end? Why did I feel like Gretel standing before the house of candy? Something felt wrong.

“Rowena, have you found anything?” I asked, uncertain of her whereabouts.

“In here, Taylor!” she shouted from the changing room while the shopkeeper stood watching me, licking her lips. 

Shuddering, I headed in, tripping over a rack of coats and falling to the floor as a gust of wind burst through the shop. Lucian knelt before me, catching me as I fell.

“Lucian!” I exclaimed as he smiled, catching me safely in his arms.

“What?” Rowena said, opening the curtain, standing in her underwear before us. 

Screeching and swearing, she pulled the curtain shut. Lucian smirked and we both laughed, looking at each other 

“The blue one, Rowena,” he said as he picked me up. 

The lady came in, still licking her lips, her long nails scoring the sides of the wall as she slithered in to the changing room, stomach growling and saliva flowing in anticipation. She stopped dead still, deathly quiet, before Lucian, who had instantly pounced in front of me. Lucian growled under his breath and the lady backed off. 

“Taylor, it’s time to leave.”

“Oh, okay,” I said, feeling a little uneasy about this situation. What was the lady before me? She looked human, but clearly had a more twisted side than she showed. “Rowena, are you ready?”

“Yes, coming,” she said as she backed out of the cubicle, flustered after changing so quickly.

“Everything all, right?” Rowena said as she eyed Lucian glaring at the shopkeeper. 

“Yes,” Lucian said. “Time to go.”

“I’m going for the blue one after all, it is quite beautiful.”

“Good choice” Lucian didn't take his eyes off the shopkeeper, who still stood perfectly unmoving.

The lady backed off slowly to the till, took the dress, and as Rowena paid the shopkeeper, she would not take her eyes off me. Lucian growled again, making Rowena jump.

“You ought to get that cough looked at, Lucian,” Rowena said as we left the store.

The bell tingled as the door slammed shut and a ‘closed’ sign went up. Locks locked, and lights went out.

“Weird!” Rowena said, peering back in through the window.

“Indeed, there are a few weirdos in York.” Lucian exclaimed as I nodded in agreement, linking hands with Lucian and heading back over the courtyard towards the car.

“But Taylor, you didn’t find a dress How could you not find a dress in that shop? They have everything you could ever imagine!” Rowena stated, realising I hadn’t bought anything for myself. To be perfectly honest, I had completely forgot.

“It’s okay,” Lucian said, “I have already bought something for you. I planned to bring it along to our date tonight.” 

“Aww, now that is so sweet!” Rowena cooed.

“Thank you, Lucian,” I blushed, kissing him on the cheek. A date too! I was excited and intrigued as to where we would be going.

“I’ll take her home.” Lucian declared as he opened his car door for me.

“Of course. Thanks, Taylor! I can’t wait to see your dress.” She said before she drove off waving.

Jumping in the car, Lucian started driving us back home. 

“So, who was the lady in the shop, really?” I asked. I’d become suspicious of all ‘humans’ lately.

“She looked like a witch, but not the fairy-tale type. These witches are cannibals. Pure evil. Killing for fun rather than necessity. This coven feeds on the flesh of weary travellers and bathe in their blood.”

“That’s horrible!”

“There are so many evils in this world, Taylor, it's a wonder any humans survive to live another day.”

Lucian dropped me back home to change and spend a little time with my family. I felt like I had hardly seen them lately and looked forward to showing Dad how to cook spaghetti bolognaise, my mother’s favourite.

Spending time together was important. Caleb laughed as Dad tried flipping the spaghetti. I tried to tell him that you flipped pancakes, but spaghetti flips sounded fun, too. 

“No, Dad, not like that.” I laughed as he added a little too much salt to the recipe. 

“Ha, it’ll be fantastic, young daughter!” He laughed as he added extra pepper as well.

Dinner was served and, surprisingly, wasn’t bad. Dad joked how he was now the best cook in the house. I told him Mum would have been proud, as we all smiled, finishing the last of the spaghetti.

Dad had told me there had been another girl missing. She was in my year, too. It was worrying. I had promised never to walk the streets alone, and just to ensure my safety, Dad announced several ways to get out of sticky situations. One being the headlock, which he demonstrated on Caleb, just in case the creep gave a girl a headlock. It was amusing, if not interesting, and perhaps with Lucian's training I could stand to fight a little longer. I could only presume it was Seine or the beast that took Pearce that night.

I kissed my family goodbye as I headed out to Lucian, who opened the car door for me, ready for our date. He sat for a moment, looking at me, smiling away.

“Are you okay?” I asked. 

“Yes, always when I’m with you.” He smiled warmly, placed one hand on my thigh, and then we sped off to our date's destination.

I rested my head on his shoulder, staring at the evening sky through the sunroof. The light began to dim as I snuggled safely against the arm of my lover. It didn’t take too long to get there and I enjoyed the quiet, listening to the sounds of the wind race by, out on the open road in a pristine condition classic car. Life was wonderful.

Arriving beside a deserted moorland, I had no clue where we were or what we were doing there. But opening my door and pulling me up, Lucian flung me onto his back and raced along at a breath-taking speed. I gripped him tightly, falling more in love one step at a time.

We stopped beside an old relic, a stone circle with twelve raised stones; all built from the Earth up. Placing me down beside the largest stone, he turned to me. 

“I have brought you here to share something with you. This is part of who I am, the history of my race.”

“Okay,” I said.

He walked over to one of the large stones. 

“This here is where Lilith stood. She claimed this space to defend her children from God, protecting them forever more. She vowed to never again let another one of her children fall, and with that, she created her own Disciples.”

“The first of their kind?” I asked.

“Yes. As you know, I’m one of the Disciples. All of the Darkwaters are. One of my names was once Mochlan.”

“I know that name.”

“Yes, you’ve seen the hammer I once wielded at the academy.”

“What about Victoria Bane. Her scythe was there, too.”

“She was an angel of Eve's, a Disciple of sorts. I was very fond of her, but sadly, she perished and returned to Heaven.”

“I’m sorry she died,” I said.

“Thank you. There was a battle among the races. The Disciples and Angels tried to come together to keep the peace between our sides, but it wasn’t so. There were spies in the ranks. The whole plan fell apart and millions were killed, whole races extinguished. Some even say humanity nearly came to its finale. There was a lot of carnage to clean up. Lilith disappeared, she went underground. This is the last place her and Eve were seen together.”

“Where are they now?”

“I don’t know for sure, but it’s rumoured that Lilith and Eve live among us, under both human and supernatural kin, defending their true nature until the final battle comes.”

“What’s the final battle?” I said, thinking back to the dream I had where the angels and demons fought in a battle of pain and purity.

“It’s said that the final battle will be the end of mankind, their Armageddon. Many of our kind look forward to this day, but not me. I quite like their blood supply,” he laughed. “Anyway, enough of me. It is time, ma cherie, for our first date.” 

He whipped out a white lace blanket in the centre of the circle, lit candles he had placed on each of the twelve stones, and reached in to his bag, pulling out plates of traditional picnic food that smelled delicious.

Hours passed as we sat laughing at time gone by, considering the past, present and the future. We talked about where we would go from there as I explained I had taken his advice and started looking at courses at York University. The idea of a little place together sounded good. Somewhere we could be as one but still in touch with humanity as I studied for the future, helping the mortal race. I planned to look at studying as a doctor, like Lawrence. I wanted to cure the sick and perhaps open a night shelter for the homeless, the sick, and the dying, treating their ailments and giving them somewhere to stay for the night. 

“What was it like in London at night, Taylor?”

“Night time in London could be a pretty scary place to be. Even more frightful now, as I know about what actually lives in the shadows.”

“The night shelter sounds like a beautiful idea, something I am sure your mother would have been proud of.” 

“Thank you,” I gushed. “I would love to follow in my mother’s footsteps, although she was certainly a better artist than me.” 

I laughed. She was, her talent was out of this world. She had an air for beauty and portrayed the darkness of the world with such wondrous intent.

Taking in the romantic setting, we rested against the greater stone as the sun began to set across the moors. He kissed my forehead and then lifted my chin, slowly and gently, up to his own.

The candles flickered as he kissed me smoothly. My heart skipped a beat as he pulled closer, studying my face, stroking my hair. Moments passed, and with the romantic candle light caressing his face, he warmed before me. his ice blue eyes met my own as he took in every ounce of my being.

“You are so beautiful, Taylor Lane, inside and out.”

“Thank you.” I smiled.

“Always. You deserve so much more than me.”

“But I only ever want you, Lucian.”

“You make me the happiest monster on this Earth,” he smiled. “You are mine and I am yours. I’m in love with you. I have been since the first time I ever saw you.”

I gushed. He said he loves me, and I love him too, but should I say it. I needed to say it, I wanted to say it. 

“I love you, too, Lucian.” I smiled with reddened cheeks and panting breath.

That evening, after Lucian bought me home and kissed me good night, I felt all squishy inside. He’d told me he loved me. Butterflies caressed my stomach as I settled down to sleep, safely and soundly on clean, crisp white sheets.

In the land of dreams, I travelled through many stories. But one stood out amongst all the others. 

It started at a funeral. An empty, cold funeral. 

Walking into the church, I felt the breeze curl around my body. At the back, the casket lay open, exposing the aged corpse to all that would come to say goodbye. Alone, except for my love, I let go of his hand and walked forward towards her, towards me. 

As I walked, I could sense the emptiness that the coffin displayed. She was me, but an older version, writhed with darkness and dismay and laid out on show. She was displayed like a doll in a case, caged up and broken.

For her age, her skin should have worn with deep wrinkles, raised with each vein that crossed the back of her hands, flourished with liver spots. The first part of her decaying corpse that stopped me dead in my tracks were her hands. They were puffed up and swollen, like a surgical plastic glove that someone had blown up. There was not one wrinkle in site as they lay there adorned with blackened fingernails, cradling her shallow body across her stomach, one on top of the other.

She had been dressed in a white nightdress, with legs that resembled the vines that climbed a tree littered with varicose veins. Glancing over her skeletal body, I came to her neck, her thickened double chin hung there, but the head that lay above appeared small, thin, and shallow. Her eyes sank deep into her skull, with greyed lips and mottled skin, as her complexion appeared heavy, with the make-up of a tangerine.

In the dream, I dug deep into my bag and pulled out a black velvet pouch. I stood close to her body and bent forward, afraid she may move or speak. It was a silly fear, but one that was at the forefront of my mind. I bent down and gently placed a golden necklace around her neck. I could already feel the cold coming from the internal structure of the casket, and as I gradually placed the necklace across her neckline, my two index fingers mistakenly stroked her neck and I jumped in shock. Her skin felt rubbery to touch, chilled to the bone, it felt like I had been given frostbite by the touch of nitrous oxide wrapping itself across my skin. 

After giving her back her necklace, I felt a little more at ease. I stroked back her luxurious curls with my fingertips passing over the top of her forehead, taking a moment just to stare. I felt a great loss, as this before me was the shell with the snail having left its home a long time ago. Leaning over, I kissed her goodbye. She smelled empty, neutral, what can only be described as the smell of death; cold and final. Her curly locks brushed my skin as my rose-red lips touched her orange features; my lips will forever remember the frosting they became coated with. Then, as I rose back up, her cold sunken eyes stared at me, open and alert. I shrieked and leapt backwards, falling over and taking her casket with me. 

In an instant, Lucian was by my side, staring through me at the horror before us. But even he could not protect me from myself. The corpse-like version of me creaked and cracked, breaking free from rigour mortis. It arched its back and sat up, clambering out of the coffin, etching itself towards the me. 

A deep rumbling noise screamed out from her body as she spewed up a bucketful of embalming fluid. The stench of necrotic tissue from her decaying body elevated the area, putrid fatty tissue spilled like a fountain from every orifice her body held. The creature before me arched up each body part and inched towards me. A deafening scream encircled the air around us, a scream that smashed a thousand light bulbs, like a banshee with a devastating warning, sounding out the rhythm of death. 

Lucian grabbed my chin and turned my head to face him, he was shouting at me but the screaming was too loud. He clasped his hand over my mouth and I realised that the screaming came from me, from my mouth. My dead corpse reached over to me, with its icy fingers wrapped around my skin, tearing at me. Shaking me repeatedly, the shouting started to take over and began to form words that hung around in front of my face.

Death had woken my body, deep and shivering in sweat. I sat curled up in soaked sweaty sheets, brought out of terror by my dad. My arm hurt, the warmth of freshly cut blood flowed from my veins. The evil dream version of me had attacked, cutting me in real life. Dad soothed my hair, bandaged me up, and held me tight as I realised my imagination had became my reality, and that thought terrified me.
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Chapter 14
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Monday morning arose with Lucian at my door holding a dozen red roses. 

“Just because I love you,” he said. “What happened?” He noticed the blood-stained bandage on my arm.

“It’s okay,” I smiled, placing the roses by my bedside. 

“No, really, what happened?” he asked.

“It’s okay, really. I don’t know what happened, it was just another nightmare. I must have caught myself on something.”

“No, it’s a perfect cut, Taylor,” he said inspecting the wound. “Someone did this to you, who?”

“Me.”

“Pardon?”

“It was me, in the dream, an older evil version of me. She attacked.”

“A dream, really?"

“Yes, that’s what I was trying to say. It wasn’t real.”

“It looks real enough. We need to speak to Lawrence, this isn’t right.”

“Okay, but don’t worry,” I reassured him.

As usual, he glided around his car to open the door for me, kissing me on the forehead as I bent to sit down. It was the little things, the romantic gestures, traditional values; they all made him human to me. There was nothing dark about him. He had never hurt me and never would, and that I believed. After all, with his strength he could snap me like a twig.

“Taylor, have you heard about the Sarah from English?”

“No, why?”

“She’s been taken. It’s the beast again, he’s back.”

“Oh no! What should I do?”

“Nothing. You’ve been hurt enough, let us handle this.”

We parked in Lucian's favourite spot at the academy. He raced around and slid open the door, holding out his hand to help me out. That part of him always made me smile. Hand in hand, we walked together as I noticed the crowds of students smiling in awe.

At the top of the steps, Elisha and Harland were talking to each other. Harland’s gang stood behind him and the rest of the Darkwaters were behind Elisha. They weren’t arguing, they were talking like a pair of old friends. It was unusual to say the least. Lucian noticed me staring and smirked. 

“It’s okay, Taylor, we don’t despise him,” he continued laughing.

“But I thought you did?”

“No, we have concluded that we have a common interest.”

“What’s that?”

“You!”

“Pardon? But why would you all be making friends because of me? I mean. don’t get me wrong. it’s great, it’s a good thing. but I really thought you hated each other.”

“We still do, in some ways, but we’ve put our differences aside for now. At least until Seine and the beast have been caught.”

“Do you think Seine's working with the beast?”

“Yes, I’d say so, and Lilith probably isn’t far behind. It’s strange, though, as she usually stands back. After all, we are meant to reign in any renegades and send them back to Enoch. Keeping a balance in the world, you know?”

“Then why is she waking?”

“I don’t know. Unless...”

“Unless what?”

“Unless she isn’t in charge anymore.”

“Why would that happen?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t been to Enoch for centuries, but it seems that with any discord they have going on there is flowing through to this plane of existence.”

“Is Enoch on another plane then?”

“Yes, no mortal can access it,” he said.

“No mortal can access what?” Harland asked bouncing up behind me.

“Enoch.” I said.

“Who would want to go there anyway?”

“I’d like to see it,” I said, casually. Lucian and Harland both looked at me horrified.

“No, you really wouldn’t.” Lucian said. “It’s a realm of monsters, after all.”

“Yeah, mate. If you think Harland’s bad, you ain’t seen nothing yet,” Nic said, joining the conversation. “Let’s just say I ain’t planning on going back to that hell hole.”

“Oi!” Harland punched Nic in the arm.

“Easy tiger,” Nic growled.

“Oh, also...” Harland said, jabbing me in the ribs.

“Ow, what was that for?” I yelped as he laughed it off.

“It serves you right for not contacting me in days. I’ve not known how you are, you got me worried. There’s another girl missing, you know?”

“Yes, I heard. Her name was Sarah.”

“There are so many Sarah’s in this school, love, I lose count,” he joked.

“You’re as bright as ever, Harland.” I jabbed him back in his ribs.

“Ow, yeah, I deserved that one.” Harland grimaced while Lucian laughed.

“So, TayTay, you on for a little competition tonight?” Nicholas shouted punching the air.

Harland laughed. “Who's TayTay?”

“New nickname, mate, keep up with the times,” Nic said.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yeah, you’s one of us now, you need a cool name.”

“What and you couldn’t come up with anything better than TayTay?”

“No, that’s as good as it gets.” He said laughed.

Lucian smirked. “Not tonight. Nic, we need to speak to Lawrence.” 

“Okies, you owe me a fight then, TayTay.”

“Great,” I replied as Nic ran off to meet his mates.

“Don’t worry, Lucian, I’ve got her now.” Harland linked arms, pulling me towards our first class of the day. I nodded back at Lucian, blowing him a kiss as Harland and I waltzed off.

Classes were difficult. There was a message over the tannoy about Sarah, the newest of the missing girls. Police were interviewing students and opening lockers; nothing to be found except that Jayden was a drug mule with stashes of marijuana piled high in his locker. I didn’t see that one coming. I think suspension was the least of his worries as the police carted him off down to the precinct for questioning.

“How did you not see it coming? He’s always stoned. You can smell it on him a mile away.”

“I can’t!” I exclaimed.

“Taylor, you can’t always picture the best in people. It’s a loving quality but one that will smack you hard in the face one day,” Harland said.

“And you, Harland, are an ass at times. We balance each other out.”

“Aww, you do love me, really.” He jabbed me playfully.

“No, Harland, just no.” I laughed, pushing him sideways.

“Well, never forget Taylor, you will always have a place with the Arellanos, no matter what.”

“Erm, thank you, Harland, I think.” I joined in his laughter.

Lunchtime arrived with Lucian whizzing me off to a picnic on the rafters overlooking the woods we had once flown over. It was quiet out there, peaceful. All the other students were chatting away in the dinner hall or sprawling out on the grassy areas beside the academy. But Lucian, well, he liked his privacy and when it was just me and him, so did I.

“How was your morning?” Lucian asked, clearly engaged in everything I had to say.

“It was good. Harland watched over me.”

“Ha, I bet he did.” He laughed. 

“What makes you say it like that?” 

“He has a thing for you and has since you met on your first day.”

“Aww, well, I’m yours Lucian and you are mine, remember?”

“Always.” He smiled.

The picnic was lovely; fresh ham salad with a dashing of garlic mayonnaise dip. Beautiful, and clearly one of Lucian's favourites, as he devoured the remainder of the dip. After clearing away, he stood up silhouetted in the sunlight, lighting up his skin with a lustrous glow.

I could smell the garlic around him as he bent down holding out his hand. 

“After a wonderful date, would you give me the honour of a first dance with you, Taylor Lane?”

“Why yes, of course, Lucian Darkwater,” I said, gladly taking his hand. “But where art thou music?” I laughed.

“Ah yes, movement without music is no movement at all.” 

He clapped his hands and music blared out from his phone as the sound of The Beatles flooded the field. I laughed, remembering beautiful memories of morning pancakes, smelling the sweet honey, and watching my mother dance her way around the kitchen. A tear fell from my eye. It was her favourite song. He remembered. 

Lucian stroked my face, easing back the tear as it fell away from me. 

“She would be proud of who you’ve become, Taylor,” he said, holding me tight as the next track came on and he started singing.

Twirling around, we danced together in a colourful array of movement and delight. I laughed as he continued to sing to me, gracefully swishing and playing around to the beat. My hair flickered in the breeze as I spun out across the rafters, losing my step, and falling to the ground only to be caught in the arms of my lover once again.

“I’ll always save you, Taylor Lane.”

“I’ll always need saving, Lucian Darkwater.” I replied, laughing as he kissed me delicately.

“So, will you give me the honour of taking you to the ball, Miss Lane?”

“I would love that, thank you.”

“It would be my pleasure, now come here,” he said as he picked me up and over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift and raced off back to an afternoon of classes.

Giggling as he ran with me, I found myself feeling a giddy sense of excitement. The Yuletide Ball. I hadn’t been to a ball in such a long time. It was supposed to be amazing. The decorating committee had Elisha as its leader, so no expense would be spared. She was the queen of all things beautiful and I was certain it would be awe inspiring.

The rest of the day passed with ease as I sat beside Lucian, listening to the sound of the rain patter against the window. The wind whistled through the corridors as the sound of sorrow erupted by the stairs, beside a memorial created by the students of Stonebridge Academy. The idea was blessed by the faculty as an offering of solace for the loved ones of the missing girls.

After paying my respects, I left to meet Lucian at his car, ready for our journey home.

Lucian and I chatted in the car, before he dropped me off to change for training. I’d noticed he was quite eager to get back, and when I walked into my bedroom I saw why.

A beautiful ivory gown was hanging over the door of my wardrobe. It was a stunning long, silk dress with a selection of exquisite iridescent crystals embroidered across the cleavage, tapered with a silver edging, giving detail to the figure as it hugged the body beautifully.

I was so excited, it was just perfect. I couldn’t have chosen better myself. 

“Wow!” Dad exclaimed as he walked in behind me. “That is beautiful... and it covers you up! Good choice.” I laughed.

“I didn’t buy it, Dad, Lucian did. He wanted to choose a dress for me and I absolutely love it!”

“The boy has good taste.” Dad smiled as he grabbed his coat, ready to go. 

“Where are you off to?” I enquired.

“Just out at the station for a few drinks tonight. Don’t wait up and make sure Lucian has you home by eleven.”

“Where’s Caleb?”

“Ah, he’s over at his mates for the night. They're playing video games and getting drunk, probably,” he laughed.

“Dad!” I exclaimed, laughing under my breath.

“No, he’s fine. He's being supervised.” He laughed again.

Dad kissed my forehead as he left, and waved to Lucian, who was walking up the driveway.

I ran up to him, jumping into his arms. 

“Lucian! Thank you so much, it’s perfect!”

“So glad you like it.” He smiled.

“I can’t wait for the ball, to be all dressed up... I'll feel like a princess in the arms of my own prince charming.” I daydreamed as Lucian laughed at my childlike fantasies.

“So, ma'am, are you ready to go?” 

I gulped, having completely forgotten. 

“Oops, I will be five minutes,” I said as I ran upstairs, arriving minutes later in jeans, a cute vest top, and jumper under my arm.

“Perfect!” he exclaimed, as he ushered me out the door and over to the car.

As we arrived, Lawrence opened the door, dressed smartly in a suit with his cane at hand. 

“Taylor! I’m glad you’re here.” He wrapped his arm around me, ushering me inside. “So how have you been, my girl?” 

“Good, thanks Lawrence. Nothing new to report, yet.”

“We will have the doctor summoned later to check out that arm. Lucian told me you have experienced dreams of the dead?”

“Yes, well, I usually have night terrors, but nothing that has physically hurt me, until now.”

“That will be the realms crossing over. Our dreams are somewhat real. It is a stage we pass into every night, but our physical bodies do not pass over with us. So normally, nothing can harm our physiology, but they can be somewhat terrifying.” He shuddered. "It appears that with you being able to cross over into the shadow realm, your unconscious mind has figured out how to cross over into other realms, and its doing this while you sleep.”

“What, so in another realm I’m a zombie?” I asked.

Lucian smirked as Lawrence explained. 

“No, not at all, Taylor. That part is literally just a dream, a method of astral projection of sorts, a way your mind is working through your problems. The reason you were injured is because, while you were dreaming, your body was subjected to another realm where something else attacked you.”

“That’s terrifying!” I exclaimed. “How am I supposed to ever sleep again?”

“We must teach you how to ground yourself, how to remain on this plane of existence, and how to choose when and where to travel to.”

“Okay,” I agreed.

“But first, let’s have a drink and relax the mind.”

The next hour was spent with Lawrence learning how to picture energy surrounding myself, a ball of white light, a cocoon of sorts, something to protect me and keep me grounded. Lucian entered the training room and Lawrence nodded.

“Taylor, it is time you had something to protect you within your dreams, too.” He said as he traced a symbol in the air. “This is a sigil. It is one of great importance and protection. It is one that will ground you and give you the control you desire before you learn it fully, yourself, as this can take years.”

“Okay, what do I need to do?” I asked.

“It will be drawn on to you by a friend of our family and one that humans would label a witch. But she has a lot more about her than the simple witchcraft stories on television now-a-days.”

“Okay,” I said, listening.

“Eliza May has worked alongside our family for centuries. She is older than most and well regarded,” he said. “You look uncertain. Nothing she does will cause you any harm.”

I hesitated. 

“But what is it she will be doing?”

“She will, I guess you would call it, tattoo you with this sigil. It can never be removed and will not prevent you from using any of your abilities.” Lawrence explained.

I looked to Lucian, who nodded. 

“But, where will it be? If my dad sees it...”

“No, do not worry about that, it can go anywhere. Where would you like it?”

“Can it go...” the doors flew open and a beautiful lady glided in. 

“Ah, my dear Eliza!” Lawrence exclaimed as he kissed her on both cheeks.

“Lawrence, it has been far too long,” she spoke in a French accent.

“Yes, where do the years go?” 

“So, this is the young child you spoke of?”

Child? I guess in comparison to her, I was a child. Although, for saying she was apparently centuries old, she only looked to be in her thirties.

“Hello,” I said, smiling.

Eliza May stood staring at me, almost through me, within me. 

“Yes, well, it appears that you will be needing more than the one sigil can give you.”

“What do you mean?” My nerves were starting to show through.

“You, my dear, are a new breed, unique in every way. Do you know the extent of your abilities yet, Taylor?”

“Not quite yet.” I answered.

“You will soon.”

“How do you know?” I questioned, as Eliza glided away to prepare.

Lawrence explained that Eliza was extremely powerful and if she said I needed extra assistance, I should take it. Eliza could glimpse the future, she had the foresight many desired and foretold of meeting me that day. Apparently, she contacted Lawrence, as she knew she was needed here in Elvington before the day turned to night. And there she was.

We walked over to where Eliza sat preparing herbs and candles, waving her arms about, and appearing to battle invisible demons.

“Taylor, you must change in to this robe and lie here.”

“Erm... okay.”

“Out, out, Darkwaters!” she said, ushering them out as I unclothed and donned the white robe.

The room we were in had a selection of tapestries on the wall showing a great battle taking place, one of wisdom and plenty, the battle for mankind. The floor was covered in a vibrant red rug to match the colourful display of the tapestries. Eliza sat on the rug with candles floating at each corner of the room and a swirling hush of pink roses flooding throughout the air.

“Ah, your aromatic desire is delightful. Can you pull this back yourself yet?”

“No, I don’t know how to.”

“Well, you must learn to meditate like Lawrence has shown you. Picture that white light protecting you. Visualise the roses surrounding you, then visualise you pulling them back inside of you. In time, you will learn how to instantly turn all your abilities on and off.  In the meantime, I will give you a sigil for control. If you need to control your abilities quickly you just touch the sigil and believe you can control them and then you will be able to. After linking you with the sigil, we must create a ward.”

“What is a ward?”

“A ward is something physical, a supernatural barrier that will keep you on this plane of existence. If you need to jump to another realm, then touch your sigil to gain control.” 

“Okay, thank you,” I said as she nodded.

I lay there as she went to each corner, waving her arms around and uttering the words "Ateh, Malkuth, Ve-Geburah, Ve-Gedulah, Le-olam."

A white light radiated within the room, creating what she called her sacred space; a space where no other being could enter except those that were already within it.

She laid her hands on my forehead, working with each chakra as she cleansed the negativity from within me, purifying my energy once again. I felt truly energetic, revitalised, and at ease with Eliza. 

As she came to my naval she paused. 

“Have you been attacked by a shifter Taylor?”

“A what? No, not at all!” I exclaimed.

“Well, I will repair what I can for you.” A warming white light radiated from her hands, passing through me, easing any aches and pains I once had to fully healed and healthy again. Even the arm felt better.

“The sigil is in place,” she stated, standing up.

“Thank you for your help, Eliza!”

“Not at all, young Taylor, for one day we are to be great friends and will battle side by side. Until that time, please think of me should you need assistance and I will come.”

“Oh, okay, it sounds like a good future!”

“It will be, one day.” She smiled.

I started to re-dress and suddenly remembered. 

“Just one question... where is the sigil?”

“Ah, yes,” she chuckled. “It is here.” She pointed to my right hip where a soft white tattoo appeared. As I touched it, it glowed a bright white light underneath. I felt a surge of energy throughout me, the fog in my mind cleared, emotions eased, strength increased. I had control, and then it went. “It will only last a matter of seconds, but enough to get you out of whatever predicament you may be in.”

“Thank you. I hope one day I’ll feel that amount of control naturally.”

“And you will, Taylor Lane. For now, I must take my leave”.
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Chapter 15
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The following day I woke up feeling rejuvenated, like I had finally slept. Granted, I couldn’t remember my dreams, but one thing I did know is that they weren’t frightening enough to wake me from my slumber. Thankfully, Eliza’s magical sigil had done the trick.

Being at the Darkwater mansion later that day, I discussed multiple things with Lawrence. He believed I had the ability to travel through realms, something to do with changing the frequency my body vibrates at. Which was just confusing, if you asked me. He also thought there was a possibility I could extend my own life, like the Femme Fatale and Shadelings. But I didn't plan on killing any humans, yet. 

“Why is my life more valuable than theirs?” I asked Lucian.

“It should be, it is to me,” he said. “Look, I know you’re not the killing type, yet. That’s okay, none of us were at first. But if the need arises, then we must do what is necessary. Look at Elisha, she only takes a little from a lot. The years she removes are the ones when mortals are old, decrepit, dying of some ghastly disease. Who wants to live through that anyway?”

“But that’s not her choice to make.”

“No, but we don’t always get a choice in who or what we are, do we?”

“I guess not,” I said, “but we get to choose what we do with what we have, and what type of person... or monster, that makes us.”

“True... you always have a way of seeing beauty in everything, Taylor.” Lucian smiled.

Silently snuggled, I felt protected and safe. We sat in the attic room, glancing out across the forest through the domed, glass ceiling. The beauty of the sun radiating warmth over the land brought a vast colour to the diminishing life-like structures beyond the trees.

Lucian sat upright. 

“Taylor, the doctor is here.” 

Hopefully there would be more answers. After all, Seine thought I was a Disciple, but no Disciple of Lilith’s wielded the light.

We walked down the winding staircase where the doctor stood ready to greet us. He was quite pale and surprisingly old, almost skeletal in appearance as though he had not eaten in days. 

“Taylor Lane, look how you’ve grown.”

“Pardon? I’m sorry, I can’t recall us ever meeting.”

“You wouldn’t, my dear, you were just a tot in your mother’s arms when we met.”

“My mother?”

“Yes, I am sorry for your loss, she was a wonderful woman.”

“How did you know my mother?”

“From the gallery, she had such a talent, a Gothic romance not often seen by the human eye. It was as though she was a part of our world. She was a truly gifted individual. I bought most of her work. I can show you them one day, if you would like?”

“Really, you bought them? That would be great. Thank you, Doctor...”

“Please, call me Charles.”

“I will, thanks, Charles.”

“Now then, what’s happening with you?” Charles said, as he ushered us over to the sitting room. 

Lawrence sat awaiting our arrival. 

“She is certainly unique, this one,” he said, smiling.

Charles pulled out a vial of blood. “This, I believe, is yours. After Lawrence sent it over, I spent the next few days analysing it. It appears you are not like us. We have a lower level of serotonin in our blood.”

“What does serotonin do?”

“Serotonin inhibits violence. It is why those on our side of the coin have had a substantial amount of bloodshed in their past. Your levels, however, are equal to that of the average human, so you can control your aggressive nature better than, say, some of us can,” he said, looking at Julian who glared as he walked in the room.

“What?” Nicholas said as he walked in with him. “I ain’t done nothin'.’”

Lucian laughed. “So, what’s different about Taylor?”

“Well, that’s the thing, I can’t find any difference in her blood work to the average human. It’s as though she is human, but with additional abilities and a constant temperature,” he said, pulling out a thermometer.

“Here, Taylor, let’s take your temperature.” He inserted it into my ear. “40.2°c, the average human ranges from 36 to 37.5°c. A temperature of forty is considered a high fever, but looking at you, you look perfectly well.”

“But what does that mean?” I asked.

“It means you’re hotter than most.” Charles jaw creased as he laughed at his own joke.

“I’ll say,” Lucian exclaimed, with Nic sniggering in the background.

“Erm... thanks?” I said. “But really, what does it mean?”

“I simply don’t know yet. But I would say it is either from the Femme Fatale or Seine you encountered. Both creatures are hot blooded.”

“Seine?”

“Yes, he attacked you, didn’t he? He marked you?” I nodded. “Then I would say you will have gained a few of his abilities, too.”

“But what?”

“I have no idea, but I suggest you try to find out before he attacks again.” I gulped.

I thought for a moment. “But what about the shadelings, how is it possible that I can move into another realm in a human body?”

“That, my dear, is another question,” he puzzled. “These creatures were created by point mutations that developed centuries ago, and through evolution they have become what they are now. You, however, do not have any mutations. In fact, your DNA is perfect. So perfect, it was as though you were only just born. Throughout human life, people are subject to different diseases and other environmental factors, which all impact on their DNA structure, causing mutations which can be beneficial or detrimental to the human being.” 

Charles pondered for a moment while we all listened eagerly, awaiting his diagnosis.

“But what does that mean, Charles?” I asked impatiently.

“It means, you’re shielded somehow. Your DNA is too perfect to be human, but not abnormal enough not to be. It’s a conundrum. We can do more tests, an MRI perhaps or lumber puncture, even? The spinal fluid could tell us much more.”

“That sounds painful.”

“It can be, I won’t lie. But it could give us more answers.”

Did I really need any more answers? I’m fed up of being poked and prodded. Eliza had said that one day I would learn control, one day I would find out what I was, why I was different. But perhaps not today. After all, it was hard enough getting through college, let alone finding out I was a whole new person with a history to learn.

“No, Charles. Thank you, but no.”

Lucian looked a little taken aback. “Why, Taylor? Are you sure?”

“Yes, this is who I am, and now I have the ward and the sigil. I’m not in any danger, am I?”

Lucian looked uncertain.

Lawrence, who had sat silently listening to the whole conversation and diagnosis, spoke up. 

“No, Taylor, you can be whoever you want to be. You said you feel fine, therefore, I say we work to help you train the abilities you have and work out what happens next another day. Charles can always come back when you want to know more.”

“Thank you, Lawrence,” I said as the others concurred.

Lucian looked a little worried. “Okay, Taylor, well... let’s start training, shall we?”

Day turned to night as we headed outside. I followed Lucian into the woods as he silently led the way. The night sky looked beautiful with clear skies and the constellations beaming brightly across the galaxies. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was so much in our world, so many unique beings, then what could there be up there, out there?

Looking ahead, I realised that I had been walking alone, lost in thought, escaping reality by witnessing my own delusional storyline. What if we could travel to other worlds, out there in space? After all, I was meant to be able to travel to different realms. How many realms were there? How could I travel to them? How would I get back? So many questions, I just hoped with the training I could gain a better control over things. Then, perhaps, I could learn to wander the Universe, explore other realities and meet other life forms.

The night wind crept amongst the bristling leaves, scattering the shadows out for us. Looking ahead, Lucian had gone. Where was he? Did something take him? The whispering of the wind surrounded me as the leaves began to dance once again. The shadows crept, alive with fury. It was clear something was coming, coming for me. I was unprotected without Lucian by my side. I remained vulnerable to the elements, to whatever lived within the woods at night. All the stories of my youth crept across my skin; the monsters under the bed, creatures in the darkness. It was all too real, and I was alone. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up in protest. 

“Lucian!” I shouted, but there was no response. “Lucian, where are you?” 

The wind howled as though it was alive with the painstaking reality of death and destruction nearby. I need to concentrate, need to find myself, protect myself. But who am I, what am I? As I had no answer to those questions, how could I protect myself? I was a vulnerable little girl in the deep dark woods, all alone and sat precariously, awaiting the predator to take its prey.

Eliza said I would live long enough for us to do battle side by side. If this was the case, if her foresight was real, then today would not be the day I died. Today would be the day I fought, stood up, transformed myself into the powerful person I could be.

I knew I had the Femme Fatale within me, she could lure in her prey. But what could she do to protect herself? How did she defend who she was? She would manipulate the danger, talk her way out of it, befriend the creature and grow an affection within it. Just enough, until the monster could not live without her anymore. That was how she would stay safe, protected. She would have her lovers fight for her.

But me, well my lover was nowhere, so who was I without him? Who is Taylor Lane right now?

I had the shadelings within me, though the thought made me shudder. But they were meant to hold a strength greater than even the Dark Ones had. What was their strength? Who were they? I thought I could do it, but I couldn't. I didn't know enough. I’m not strong enough, quick enough, good enough.

Whatever was coming was near. It growled, pounding feet crushed the ground below. It was big, no not big. It sounded huge. 

Come on, Taylor, think! I screamed within. There must be something, some way I could protect myself. Clarity, that’s what I needed. Clarity! I pushed on the sigil Eliza imprinted and a rush of energy flowed through me, lighting the power within. Clear conscious thought gave me patience and a way of slowing down the time force within, just so I could think for a split second. Really and truly think. Who are you, Taylor Lane?

A heaviness encased my mind as I felt a surge of light encapsulate each part of my being, warming me throughout, surging through my blood from my head to my toes. Each part clear, hot, and powerful. What was this energy? My body commenced its own warming process, steam seething out through the pores. I felt hotter and I liked it. But where did it come from? The Femme Fatale did not possess that kind of power, the fiery nature from within. It was as though my inner core had ignited with a devilish fire that could be channelled to destroy and decimate. It had to be Seine.

I felt good. I felt strong, energetic, and dominant. I could take over the world with the feeling, succeed anything and anyone. I was Taylor Lane, and I was a force to be reckoned with.
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THEN, THERE IT WAS, out of the darkness and into the pale moonlight. Galloping on its two hind legs and using its arms to reach a greater speed, the deadly creature ran toward me. A Lycan! And there was only one Lycan I knew... Harland.

“Harland, pack it in!” I yelled.

His blackened body was scarred and shredded, having fought a thousand battles before. He wore a coat of fur that shadowed its body from the pain. His teeth were drenched with the blood of his last kill as he leapt to the sky above me. What was he doing?

I cocooned my body, waiting to be crushed, but as he landed I melded into the shadows with the clarity my body gave me. I could dissipate and walk in the shadow realm, appearing behind him. 

Back from the darkness I appeared, full of force and light. The fire within me transformed to my hands, melding with the beauty of the light I held. They shimmered, smouldering with a heat so powerful it could set the forest ablaze in an instantaneous show of force. Granted, I hated that henchman, but at least I’d absorbed his fire. Now I was unstoppable. I’d like to see him try and take me now! 

Reaching out, I gripped Harland’s beastly arm. If he wanted to fight me, then I’d show him a fight. No one would hurt me again! Harland wore the body of a beast from many moons ago, one that travelled the night through winters moonlight. A natural disaster, a creature like none other. Half man and half beast with an unwilling desire for the taste of blood, raw flesh, and meat. We were its prey, its undefined logic. It needed to kill, salivated at the thought of it. It knew nothing more than death and destruction. Until that moment. Until it had come across a helpless girl wandering the woods alone. He had pounced, and I had grown. 

The stench of burning flesh infused the air as it flung me upward, gripping at its arm like a wounded puppy, sniffling in sorrow. I landed smack against a tree, toppling to the ground. My back hurt, my head shrieked forgiveness, and my mind enraged as infernal instincts took over.

He towered above me, with its gigantic claws it ripped the branches away, tackling through to steal its prey. With a ravenous howl, he leapt at me once more. He was angry, serious, in-fact. Snarling with rabid jaws clashing around me, I held his head back as it clashed and clambered over, trying to go for the throat, for the ultimate kill.

I needed to reach my sigil once again, I needed that clarity. The heat from my hands was no longer there. I had lost control, lost who I was. Roll, Taylor, roll! Let go and roll. Releasing my hands from his jaw, I rolled. Letting go as his jaws bit down, barely missing my shoulder, clamping shut on the branch of a fallen tree I’d burned down earlier. 

My body electrified, screeching with an explosive fury; I was angry. He’d meant to hurt me. The violent nature of the bite had melded me into a being with nothing to lose. I reached out and gripped my sigil. Fire and rage shot through me and my body inflamed, angry and pained. This beast had tried to rip me apart, bite into me, threatening my life and was ready to take another swipe at me.

My body ignited, and I screamed. No pain, no fear. Just pure hatred for the monster before me. I felt hotter and hotter, larger than life, more furious and angry than ever before. Reaching out, my blazing hands held the monsters jaw, setting it alight and burning the fur from its body. Flesh smouldered, tissue charred as he jumped back, whimpering in pain. His body changed, shredding skin he became human again. A human Harland after all. How could he?

A voice rose from the background, a voice I once knew. I could hear it, but no longer feel it. The rage within me, the blazing heat, had taken over. So much anger boiling within. The hatred burned. He attacked me, tried to kill me, bite me. How could he? He must die! He’s just like the beast. He’ll kill everyone. I ran at Harland, an infernal demonic figure blazing in all its glory. Harland’s face scrunched, ready for impact. But before I could reach him, Lucian ran at me, knocked me down, pulled me back from the mere human beast before me. He was so strong, and even through my flames, he held me down. Why would he protect him? He’s a monster. He would have killed me!

My eyes were ablaze with fire and my body screamed destruction. I was no longer Taylor Lane, I was something more, something greater. I pushed Lucian away, and as he leapt forward to grab me, I melded into shadow I was completely in control and reappeared next to the charred human beast that lay by the tree.

I tried to grip its neck, and then I heard it. 

“TAYLOR.......”

A deafening, deepened scream, a compulsive controlling word, a word I knew, a name I knew. Something within me stirred. I paused, and just as I did, my eyes fluttered. The cinders they left behind gave way to an intense bright light. Something had smashed before me. The sound of glass breaking all around me, the smell of fire as the trees burned to a smoulder. The light surrounded me, encased me, warmed me even more than any fiery core ever could. It brought back a feeling I once knew, a deep emotion, one filled with mystery and magic, allure and beauty, pain and misery. The emotions poured throughout my soul, enticing each cell with the reminder of human life, human love. The light was the light of love, a power greater than any anyone had ever known, and it filled me once again.

I fell to the ground beside the charred beast, and as I did, my light began to deplete. Darkness slowly began to return. The trees were smoking as a whirlwind of Darkwaters danced around, creating a tornado flurry, ending the fiery light burning from within them.

A naked beast with a charred face croaked. 

“Taylor, I’m so sorry.”

Why did he attack me? Never mind my pain, though, no matter what Harland was, he did not deserve that. His poor face was burnt to a crisp. How was he still even alive?

Someone crept up beside me, covering Harland over with a long black overcoat. 

“It’ll be all right, TayTay.” It was Nic “Their kind heal quickly.”

Harland tried to talk, but I think the pain was taking over. The flesh was singed back around his face. The poor guy sounded in agony. 

“Is there anything I can do to help him, Nic?”

“Maybe not burn him to a crisp next time,” he laughed.

Lucian appeared, clothes singed, arms burnt. 

“Oh Lucian, I’m so sorry!” I cried.

“It’s okay, Taylor. We didn’t know you were that powerful.”

I was an array of confused emotions and still angry he left me. 

“Where were you, Lucian?”

“This was your training session. I did pre-warn you that we couldn’t make it easy, and Harland, here, agreed to help out.”

“So, this was your idea, Lucian?”

Then a darkened character emerged from the woods. 

“No, my dear girl, it was simply my idea.” It was Lawrence.

Lucian gasped. “Shit, did he bite you?”

“No, just missed!”

Lucian leapt up towards a slowly recovering, naked Harland. 

“What the hell, Harland? You could have killed her. You know females never survive it!”

Harland appeared to have most of his facial features back, as he leapt back out the way, standing tall, but naked, in a defensive stance. 

“That's why I apologised! And I am sorry, Taylor,” he said while looking me over.

“You’re bloody lucky you missed!” Lucian said.

“Yes, I know. She went mental, Lucian, you saw that! She changed into that thing and I had to defend myself. She was about to kill me!”

“That’s why we had the potion,” Lucian screamed.

“What thing?” I questioned. Did he mean Seine? Stepping back, I turned and vomited. The sickness within me was pulsating through. The pain radiated across my shoulder, crippling my body one part at a time. What thing were they on about? I felt dizzy, sick to my stomach. My boyfriend was a Darkened Disciple and my best friend a Lycan, and, well, I had no clue what I was. The trees began to sway, the night drew in, and my body took a trip on a merry go round as I drifted off into a land of never ending dismay, collapsing in to the arms of another.
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Chapter 16
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The morning breeze bristled through the window, tickling across my bare legs like feathers catching flight through the winter's reign. The supple scent of roses smothered the room, caressing the air, and soothing the mind of many. Relaxed and fully rested, I felt good.

Dad knocked. 

“Taylor, breakfast,” he said as he opened my bedroom door. “Blimey, kid, what happened? Did you have a fight with an ostrich?”

I opened my eyes to a scattering of singed feathers floating in the air. It appeared I had shredded my pillow at some point in the night. I laughed. 

“No, Dad. I must have had a bad dream. I’ll clean it up.”

“Oh, that’s fine, just glad you’re smiling lately. Life is good, isn’t it? Come on, breakfast is ready. I’m off out in a while, remember?”

“Yes, five minutes and I’ll be down.” I smiled.

Lawrence must have said something to cheer him up, he was much happier than he had been. It was as though he wasn't in pain anymore. He was always so depressed after Mum died, we all were, but things were starting to improve. I hoped so, anyway. Even Caleb had stopped crying every night. I didn’t think I would ever see the day. Both happy and full of love, it was a good feeling.

At breakfast, Dad had really put on a feast of pancakes and strawberries, Greek yoghurt, and bananas. So much fruit, the sight was an amass of colour before my eyes. 

“Right, kids, I have to get going. Can you two be on clean up duty? We have the whole East side to search today, wish me luck!” He was off, out to search for the missing girls. The whole town had formed a search party since the first disappearances.

“Good luck!” I said, as he kissed our foreheads goodbye.

I watched him leave, as happy as life itself, waving as he drove away.

“Taylor, can I...”

“Yes, Caleb, I’ll clean up. Go on, have fun.”

“Thanks sis,” he smirked as he grabbed his bag, leapt up from the table, and headed off down the street.

Life was quiet once again. The house was silent, peaceful almost. It was nice.

I started to clean up the breakfast pots when Lucian knocked.

“Good morning, beautiful,” he said as he put his arms around me, kissing my nose. “Are you about ready?” he asked, helping me with the dishwasher.

“Yes. Do I need anything special for the trip?”

“Just your sweet self, leave the rest to us.”

“Okay, I’m ready then.”

We headed over to the Darkwater mansion, just as the clan loaded their cars, ready for the trip ahead.

“Hey TayTay!” Nic shouted, “I’ve brought extra fire extinguishers with me. We’re good to go.” He smirked as I gave him a dirty look.

“So, where are we off to?” I asked Lucian.

“Ah ha, just wait and see,” he replied, winking.

The journey took a little over an hour, through winding country roads and across vibrant green fields, misted with the essence of the previous night’s storm clouds. We pulled up on a dirt path beside a forest of evergreen trees, shading the journey ahead from the noon sun.

As I clambered out of the car, Lucian sped round to offer his hand. 

“Thanks.” I smiled. “So, what are we doing here?”

“You’ll see.” He smirked. “We’re stronger in the dark. Jump on.

“On what?” I questioned, as Elisha and Nic laughed. 

Julian emerged from the other car laden with bags. He shot ice in front of him and started skating, picking up speed. Within seconds, he had vanished.

“Are you two coming?” Lawrence asked, as he walked across the woodland.

“Well Taylor, you may be unique, but you’re still not as fast as me,” Lucian smirked, as he ran circles around me.

“Hmm,” I disapproved as he laughed, picking me up and carrying me in his arms. I sat with my legs around him, kissing him as he took off, ready to soar through the skies. 

The rush was unreal. The wind flapped through my hair, caressing the long trellises as I caught myself giggling to the sound of normality disappearing. Lucian laughed, and we settled down to a slow stop beside a clearing about two miles in.

Julian was already there. He’d started putting up tents when we showed up. The rest joined us later, taking the slow route in. Elisha and Nic collected logs for the enormous camp fire, while Lucian sawed down a tree ready to cut into log seats. It looked perfect, and all the while Lawrence stood looking up to the sky. He was in a world of his own a lot of the time. He was simply one of the most intriguing men that you could ever hope to meet. He shared plenty of stories that night, some myth and some legend. But whether they were all based on fact or fiction was down to the beholder to find out.

Lucian assured me each of the triumphant battles were real, even down to when mankind nearly ended abruptly, as the they fought with Lilith and her disciples in the battle of the roses. A battle known only by the scent of roses that ladened the field of the dead as the fallen Femme Fatales withered into Earth’s core once again. 

It was good when a disorganised family came together, really mixed as one, and bonded in the most beautiful way. Lawrence was determined to help me ‘light on, light off’, as Nic called it. He had watched far too many hero movies of late. 

The aim was to get me to concentrate and ignite my fingers, in the hope that one day I could control the ability and throw fireballs at passers-by. It was an amusing thought, but one that may get me locked up later in life.

“It’s just not working, Lawrence,” I said, dismayed as I tried hard to concentrate. “Whenever I use the sigil, it works the first time, but without it, I’m no one.”

“Wow, that’s depressing, TayTay.” Nic laughed.

“Shut it, Nic,” I said, punching him in the arm. He had become like an annoying brother over the time I’d known him.

“That tickled.” He taunted.

“Maybe it’s down to belief,” Elisha said as she wandered over sitting beside me.

“What do you mean?”

“Perhaps you need to believe you can do it, then you’ll be able to.”

I sat, staring in to the flames of the campfire, imagining the fire consume my body, encircling itself around me. Imagining the energy passing through me, congregating to one exact point, the tips of my fingers. And as I did, my fingers ignited. Only a little, the tiniest of flames, but a flame none-the-less. I jumped up from the log in amazement. My first flame that I had made without the use of the sigil. It really meant that I could control it, one step at a time, and it felt good!

“Oh crap,” I yelped, as I flung the flame over to a bush beside me. 

The clan laughed. Nic literally rolled off the seat in laughter as Elisha tutted and grabbed the nearest fire extinguisher.

“Fantastic, Taylor!” Lucian exclaimed, hugging me. 

Over the next hour I sat in Lucian's arms bringing fire to my fingertips, seeing how it felt, what it was like to move it around. I had come so far in a matter of hours and the Darkwaters really helped me to improve.

As the night crept in, the stars shone like crystallised cocoons, filled with a mass of triumphant light.  They had won the war, taking over the sky just for a little while longer.

I’d spoken to Lucian about the Yuletide ball; the academy had cancelled it, much to our disapproval. Elisha was mad after she’d spent so long planning it, but the students' safety had to come first and with so many going missing, the board didn’t want to risk it.

The bonfire began to diminish further as the night grew colder. No matter how much I threw flames at it, there was not enough wood to burn. I sat up from Lucian's arms, stretching. 

“I’ll go get some firewood.” 

“Want me to join you?” Lucian asked. 

“No, I’m good. You finish your story, I won’t be long.”

“Okay, my light,” he smiled, reminding me I was the light in his darkness once again. He didn’t worry about protecting me as much now, not after he’d seen me as the infernal monster. That’s an image I doubt he would ever forget. 

I wandered into the darkness that surrounded us. Under the light of the moon and shimmering of stars, I felt at peace. It was a beautiful night, one I yearned would last for an eternity. Picking up a bunch of fallen branches, I headed back. Something startled me. A soft whimpering sound carried through the wind. It sounded like the turmoil of a child seeking its mummy. Igniting my fingers, the light caressed the trees before me. The whimpering grew louder, sounding more painful, agonising. It sounded like someone was in serious distress and needed assistance immediately. I wanted to help, but on a darkened night, all alone with only me and the monsters of the night, the friend I call fear crept up my backbone. 

I gulped, swallowing back the panic, as my anxiety levels shot through the roof. I ran, the broken moans of a female ahead. 

“Help me, please, someone, help me!” she wailed.

The wind rippled across the night sky as raindrops began to fall, bringing back a moist touch to the leaves below me. Distinct pain shot through the air, radiating from the voice ahead. The whimpers turned to fully fledged screams, a force so great it quaked the ground around me. Anguish emanated from the row of trees ahead. I was so close, within a stone’s throw.

She sounded tortured and badly hurt, and then there was the sound of howling flooding through the night. I knew that sound. It was the sound of a Lycan, and a hungry one at that.

I rushed over to the site where the screams took on the pitch of a tormented spirit, screeching with turmoil and sorrow. Breaking through the trees, I saw that the clearing was empty. I started to wonder if the noise had come from inside me. Had I started to hallucinate things now, too? It didn’t make any sense. Then I saw the bloody shape of a human girl hidden beneath the shrubbery.

“PLEASE NO...” she screamed as she clawed at her own face. 

Her delicate human hands were deformed and tapered to razor sharp claws. She appeared to be fighting another being that resided in her own body. Her face changed, mirrored itself into another. Her soul was tormented by the shape of something greater, darker, and as sinister as the corrupt nature of a shadeling itself. What was she? What had happened to her?

In my brief hesitation, a million thoughts passed through my mind, and within a mere second, another face appeared beside her own. It was morphed into that of a Lycan, but something larger and deadlier than any Lycan. The beast. Her body was cracking and breaking as she wretched, vomiting her humanity away. Her skin tore from her body as whatever was within her was clawing its way to get out. The poor girl was suffering the most painful death any human could ever suffer. 

Standing in shock at what was happening, I reached out. 

“Take my hand.”

Not that I knew what good that would do. Which was her hand now? The broken bloody skin that hung from her elbow where a hand used to be or the clawing menace before me? The serrated claws swiped out at my body as I stumbled backwards bending over in pain. 

“KILL ME...” she wept with all that remained of her tear ducts. “PLEASE KILL ME...” she roared with every breath left within her. Her mutilated body urged for my response. The agony of the mutation before me pained everything within me. I had to, she needed me to, so I did.

Breathing in the deepest of breaths, concentrating all my energy to the tips of my fingers, I created an immense fireball, one of pure energy, an inferno waiting to happen. I gave her one last sorrowful look. Her weeping eyes changed as they met my own, she tried to smile and mouth the words to thank me as the fiery blast ignited her being.

The half-formed creature within her roared as it swallowed its shell whole, battering its former cocoon to within an inch of life it burned, smouldered, and seethed. It smelted its own skin, leaving a metallic taste in the air. Beside the body, I fell hard to my knees. I had killed the girl, ended her pain, taken her suffering. Whatever the creature was, the poor girl could not have survived the change. The saddest part about it was that I knew her. It was the last of the missing girls; Sarah, from Ms. Morai’s class. I wept for her short life, wept for her tragic end, and wept for all that she would never know. How could her family grieve now, with so little left of her? The flames smouldered down, as the crisp cindered corpse lay shape to a half-eaten human and half-mutilated monster.

Time passed by slowly, my numbing emotionless façade began to fade. Shock had taken its toll and I picked up the little that remained of her half-human corpse with every effort to find a suitable place to bury her. She deserved an honourable burial, after all, she had suffered so very much and in such a short time. She was now part of my life. The moment was inscribed eternally on my timeline, something I would always look back on, see clearly, and remember every disturbing detail.

I found myself walking in a daze back to the camp; freezing cold, soaking wet from the rain, and covered in the blood. I still carried her seared body in my arms. There wasn’t much left, it didn’t weigh all that much anymore, but after a while my arms wobbled and waned as I tumbled, falling to the ground.

I listened attentively as Lucian sprang up, aware of my demise. Something warned him. He needed to find me, to get to me.

I was so tired, worn down, and shaking from the cold, completely taken over by shock at that point. My body iced over as my soaked clothes began to freeze. The night brought in a storm of fire and ice, but even my fiery core could not ignite to keep me warm anymore. 

There I lay, so close to help, wanting to shout out for the Darkwaters, for Lucian. But I couldn’t. My body began to conserve its energy, shutting down and cocooning itself as I lay next to the girl I had killed. I realised my stomach was bleeding, the blood was not from the girl but my own. It must have happened when the dying girl reached out, and I reached to save her.

Dead to the touch with a glossy shimmer of frost, I died. The skies misted with tears of sorrow as my heart slowed to a steady pace, haltering, slowing, missing a beat, and slowly ending. The rush of colour in my face dissipated as my energy left my body leaving it sallow and empty. My eyes glazed over with their last sparkle of human life and I faltered over the love I once knew, running forth to save me once again.

Death became a fallacy. I had died so many times in the past. It was becoming a chore, a burden, something I kept seeming to go through. If a beast did not maul my body, then a fallen girl ended it, or a shadeling, or humanity’s own terrorists. Life was a joke, non-existent. I was able to come back from every possible death, just by having a Dark One in my corner, and today was no different.

My eyes felt heavy as I fluttered them open, closing them again suddenly as the light of the campfire bleached my retinas. The irritation of pain slinked through my body like a serpent coiling around its next meal. Thinking about meals, I was hungry, hungry for more. My mouth tasted bloody with a hint of metal escaping my lips.

I could tell it was Lucian's blood that consumed me, his arms that I lay cradled in. He would always be my saviour, as I was his light in the darkness.

“Taylor, come back to us.” Lucian softly spoke.

I stuttered.

“Ah, thank Lilith.” Nic’s voice arose. “TayTay, you scared us.”

“Indeed,” Lawrence said sternly.

Julian grunted in the background, the ever quite one who was stood over the crispy corpse of Sarah from earlier.

“What did you do?” Elisha screeched.

Lucian continued to cradle me, protecting me from the elements as he sat listening to the others talk and argue about what had happened. To me, it was all a droning noise merging into one another

Then he spoke. 

“Taylor, what was she?”

“I,” I paused, catching my breath, “I hoped you could tell me that.”

“What happened?” 

So I told him, walked him step by step through the events of the evening. He listened in both awe and sorrow. 

“You did the right thing,” he said as he stroked the wisps of hair from my face, kissing my tears away. “I'm sorry I was not there by your side.”

“You can’t protect me forever, Lucian, but you're always there to save me.”

“Yes, I feel I need to work on my timing.” He smirked as I managed a curdled laugh, gargling back blood in my throat.

“How do I look? Was it bad?”

“I’m surprised you made it as far as you did with an injury like that, but it's healed now.”

After surveying the corpse, Lawrence made his way back over with Julian in tow. 

“It appears that she was one of the missing girls. It must have been a Lycan that attacked her, and as with all Lycans, most females do not survive the change.”

“But it wasn’t a Lycan.” Lawrence looked puzzled as I continued. “She was changing before a full moon and whatever she was changing into was twice the size of a Lycan. It was as if the beast itself was clawing its way out.”

“Seriously, TayTay?” Nic grimaced as I nodded.

“I’ll call Harland, check that his family are all accounted for, just to be safe.”

“Okay Lucian, but it wasn’t them. It looked like the beast from before.”

The evening continued with a discussion of the girl’s painful attempt at a change and all the family agreed it was the right thing to do, ending her misery. But to me, it didn’t feel right. The beast that did this to her was eviller than I could have ever previously imagined. I thought the shadelings were the worst of all creatures out there, but now we knew that the beast existed, and it was frightful. Especially since it was trying to birth a new generation of beasts through mortal girls. All it took was one bite.

Strangely enough, though, I slept soundly that night, nuzzled in the arms of my lover. We had escaped to our tent early in the evening, leaving the others to proclaim their thoughts upon each other.

I was a mixture of emotions combined with the heightened sense of Lucian's blood flowing through my body. I wanted, no, I needed him. Combining all those emotions into one orgasmic dance expelled sexual desire throughout the tent that cocooned us. I was more aware and could not only feel, but hear and taste every gasp, every swallow, every drip of sweat as it ran down my naked body. Our desire came out through our fiery sex life. It was the excitement of devotion that strung us together, knowing that neither could live without the other.

Afterwards, when I was truly worn out, pleased and paradisaically at ease with the world, I knew that I could sleep soundly in the arms of my lover. He did not sleep, he always remained awake contemplating life, listening to the sound of my heart beating one beat at a time.

The morning sunlight shimmered through the fabric of the tent as I awoke stretching. 

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Morning, beautiful. It’s just quarter past ten.” He smiled, kissing my forehead. “I believe Elisha has made you breakfast.”

“Really?” I exclaimed, a little shocked.

Elisha boomed outside the tent. 

“Yes, really, Taylor. I thought your naked self would enjoy something to eat after all the calories you burned last night.” Nic laughed in the background.

I shied. “Oh, was I?”

“No,” Lucian said, “you weren’t overtly loud, but a lot of us have super hearing. Remember?”

“Ah,” I smiled, feeling a little on show.

Slipping into fresh clothes, I sat on the log ready for breakfast. Elisha had prepared an aromatic delight of a feast, something to tantalise all taste buds. Lucian insisted on feeding me strawberries as we laughed about the previous evenings action between us, teasing each other once again.

“You two are like a pair of newlyweds,” Julian grimaced, causing everyone to laugh at his distaste. 

Lucian sat staring at me, watching me with a look I didn’t quite recognise.

“Is everything okay, Lucian?” I asked curiously.

“Yes,” he replied sweetly, “I am just considering the future.” 

He smiled. I looked at him and realised that all I wanted for the future was to be with him. It didn’t matter about the academy, grades or a good job, the mundane things humanity throws at us. I didn’t care if I was rich or poor. All I needed in life was him, just him, as he was right at that moment. For me, that was happiness right there, time together without the monsters of the night. 

Later that day, the daylight started to wane as we journeyed home. The Darkwater camping trip had been a ‘different’ kind of experience.

We stopped on the way to bury Sarah beside an old oak tree, somewhere she would fertilise the Earth and grow again in the roots of another. The Darkwaters had found it a little pointless, but considering it was my first human kill, it was something they went ahead with to humour me. Lucian just wanted to do right by me, make sure I had a way of forgiving myself and accepting what I did was the right thing to do. He knew that by giving this girl her last rites, he would help me ease the grievances I had towards the whole event.

It was a quick, meaningless ceremony. After all, no one really knew her, she was a lost soul from a tortured death. But how could we let the police find her body like that? They wouldn’t understand the creature she was becoming, we certainly didn’t. Her remains would be sent to government laboratories for testing. She wouldn’t have had a dignified burial, or a burial at all. She would remain encased in glass in a museum somewhere for the weird and wonderful. It wasn’t a fate she deserved. It wasn’t a fate anyone deserved, let alone an innocent girl, taken against her will.

Home again, I slept, calmed from the knowledge I’d helped Sarah from the pain and eased her suffering. The burial was more of a chance to reconcile the thoughts within me, and I knew I’d done the right thing. But still, it wasn’t something I ever wanted to repeat. I could tell, though, things wouldn’t be getting any easier from then out.
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Chapter 17
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The next weekend my dad agreed to let me go away with the Darkwaters to York. They were taking me to a favourite club of theirs to celebrate my eighteenth birthday.

“Here we are,” Lawrence said, as we pulled up outside the Maynard Hotel. 

Lucian whipped around to open the door for me, picked me up, and carried me inside. Two older ladies tutted as we giggled through the hotel lobby. I guess to them we looked like kids, ready for a night of partying and drunken sex. They weren’t wrong, except the kids’ part. I was officially eighteen, considered an adult, and Lucian was... well, I didn't know, but he was old.

Julian waltzed in, looking all prim and proper, dressed up for a night out on the town. He grimaced as he saw me.

“Keys, please,” Lucian said, as he waltzed up to the hotel desk smiling. 

We checked in and agreed to meet the rest of the clan early in the evening for dinner. Lucian tipped the porter as he carried me in, closing the door behind us with his foot.

We entered the sitting room with an elegant cream chaise lounge with gold trimmings. In front, the window opened to the world, as he carried on to the bedroom with a four-poster bed and wood panelling. 

“This will do nicely,” he said, throwing me on the bed. I bounced, laughing as he clambered on top of me. “It looks like another place we need to christen, Taylor Lane.” 

With that, we ripped each other’s clothes off and grinded our way to pure euphoria, one exalting orgasmic moment at a time.

“In the past, Taylor, now would be the time I’d light a cigarette.” He smirked as he rolled off of me and I leant into his arm.

“I didn’t know you used to smoke.”

“We all did back when it was popular. Now its frowned upon as bad for your health,” he laughed. 

“It’s not exactly like you have to worry about your health.” I smirked.

“Exactly my thoughts, but we can’t afford to stand out too much.”

Later that day, as I showered again, there was a knock at the door. 

“Are you decent?” Elisha shouted through in to the bathroom.

“Just come in,” I said, with a towel wrapped around me, dripping wet.

“Your present, Taylor,” she said presenting me with a large rectangular red box, gracefully wrapped with a black silk ribbon.

“Oh, wow Elisha! You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“Yes, of course I did. What is a birthday without presents? It’s not exactly like we get a lot of those round here.” She laughed as I realised what she meant. “Open it then!” she demanded, her curt attitude as effective as ever.

Inside the box lay a blood red gown, an elegant dress with black lace across the chest, figure-hugging and devilishly delightful. 

“This is stunning!” I wowed as Elisha clapped and demanded I put it on that minute.

“Ah, wait Taylor,” Lucian said, as he gave me a gift-wrapped bag from the couture shop I loved in London. 

“What, really Lucian? I know how expensive these are,” I said as I pulled out a sexy set of black and red underwear, perfect for the dress Elisha had bought for me.

He smiled as he saw my face light up. 

“Thank you so much, both of you! These are beautiful,” I said, hugging them.

“Okay, okay, try them on Taylor!” Elisha was eager to see her handiwork.

I slipped on the lace bra and panties and then the long dress as it shimmered, draping over my body. 

“Are you ready yet?” Elisha questioned.

“Yes, one minute,” I said as I fastened up the lace bow. Opening the door, Lucian and Elisha fell silent, which was a shock as Elisha was rarely speechless.

“I must say, I have good taste, Lucian.” Elisha commended.

“You look exquisite,” Lucian remarked as he looked me up and down with hunger in his eyes.

“Less of that,” Elisha commanded as she left the room. “There had better not be one mark on that dress. Not till after tonight, anyway.” She smirked, leaving to get herself ready.

“Come here, honey.” Lucian growled.

“No, Lucian! I don’t want my dress tearing.” I laughed as his carnivorous hunger begged for my attention.

“I won’t damage your dress, now come here!” he demanded, laughing. I slinked my way over to him as he pushed me down, kissing me. “I do have a good choice in underwear,” he exclaimed, smiling the way he smiled when he wanted to play around. 

Afterwards, we left the room hand in hand, ready to meet the rest of the Darkwaters for dinner.

“Wow, TayTay, you look hot!” Nicolas remarked.

“Erm, thanks Nic.” I smirked.

“You look beautiful, my dear,” Lawrence said as he kissed my cheek and held out the chair for me. 

Lucian sat beside me as we all ordered our steaks rare with a bottle or two of red wine. The wine commended the steak with its subtle flavours of cherry and cranberry. Lawrence remarked over the history of the bottle, as he had been bought up centuries ago on a French vineyard.

It was official, I was now legally able to drink red wine and that felt good. I was on my way to the human definition of adulthood. It did, however, start going straight to my head. So much so that I giggled quite a lot and Lawrence ordered me a strong coffee to take the edge off. He apologised, as he had forgotten I still had the palate of a human being, as well as the metabolism of one.

After dining at the Maynard, Lawrence departed for his meeting with another clan, saying his goodbyes and wishing me a wonderful rest of the evening celebrations. 

A pale looking, scrawny young man wearing a chauffeur’s cap wandered over to our table. 

“Excuse me, are you Miss Lane?” he asked.

“Erm, yes, I am,” I hesitated.

“Then your limousine is waiting outside,” he said and then he wandered off.

I looked at the four Darkwaters sat round the table. 

“Seriously, you got me a limousine!” I screeched, ecstatic at the thought. I had never been in a limo before. I knew it was going to be fantastic!

Lucian laughed, even Julian considered a smile, as we left the hotel and readied to enter the stretch limousine outside. The scrawny chauffeur opened the door for us and as he did a group of youths inside screamed, “TAYLOR!”

It was the gang from the academy all dressed up, and by the looks of it, already working on the champagne. 

“Guys!” I gushed as I entered the limo.

Rowena rushed over to me with Ricky in tow, giving me the tightest hug any friend could ever give. 

“I’m so glad you're all here,” I said, addressing the group. In the limo, Rowena was with Ricky, Chase and Pearce were surrounding Jessie, and the twins were smiling in excitement.

“Happy birthday, Taylor!” everyone screamed, piling me high with a mountain of presents and champagne.

“Wow, guys, I’m so lucky to have you!”

“Lucian, did you get her that killer, hot dress?” Rowena asked.

“No, but we made use of it earlier,” he smirked. Rowena laughed as Elisha shot him a look of distaste.

“You look stunning!” Jessie remarked.

“So do you, Jessie!” 

Then again, she always did. She was wearing a beautiful cream gown that accentuated her every curve and gorgeous, golden locks.

The limo drove around the city as we took in the sights, allowing an ample amount of time for present unwrapping and drinks. Rowena had found it amusing to buy me a leather whip and satin blindfold. 

“Apparently, you could make use of these,” she chuckled, as I whipped Lucian across the buttocks.

“Thank you, everyone. This is amazing! How did you all even get here?"

“Lucian had the limo pick us all up,” Jessie said as Lucian smiled at me.

Lucian looked over, took my hand, and climbed over to sit behind me, as I perched between his legs. 

“One last gift, Taylor Lane.”

“Not here, Lucian!” I whispered, worried he would rip off my clothes and mount me in front of everyone.

He laughed. “No, not that type of gift.” As I felt the freezing touch of his hands caressing the back of my neck, he laid butterfly kisses sensually over the area, readying it for a stunning white gold necklace to lay, with an outstanding diamond adorned Victorian locket.

“It’s beautiful” I said as I opened it to find a picture of us both embracing one another.

“Only the most beautiful of jewellery can shape the neck of such a beautiful creature,” he whispered in my ear, kissing me deeply.

“Oi, you two!” Nic shouted, poking at Lucian's shoulder.

“Ah, we're here,” Lucian stated. 

We left the limo, embarking into a back alley under the shadow of a darkened night. A tall, burly man opened the back door to a dance club. The music blared out from inside, as Lucian patted his shoulder in thanks.

The club smelled of sweat, death, and more sweat. It felt wrong in there, something was off. The Darkwaters disembarked, as my mortal friends fled inside, eager and giggly for more. So I ignored it, swallowed my fears, denied my instincts, and walked in.

The black walls were adorned with luminescent pictures of beasts. Out of all six of the paintings in the entranceway, one stood out. It reminded me of a biblical painting I had once seen in a museum by a famous painter, named Hans Memling, in the 15th century. It was his erotic version of the afterlife, turning mortality into a sexualised depiction of Hell. There sat the horned devil for all to see, christening the carcass of a beautiful female, touching her soul, and taking it for his own sexual satisfaction. There was beauty in that image, a darkness, but a beauty all the same.

It was hard to keep track of everyone from our group. The club below was packed, the dance floor heaving and the music enchanting. The people there, they were different, not just mortals, but I sensed an essence of something more, especially considering I could smell the sweet smell of roses filtering through the air. It wasn’t Elisha either. There was another Femme Fatale at work that night.

We had our own area to sit up at the top, away from the Gothic wannabes and slaughter house victims. The chiffon drapes separated us from the crowds, and if that didn’t do it, Julian was sat at the side, growling at any drunken fiend that found his way in. 

The alcove opposite ours was a darkened depiction of decay. There was a pungent smell that whispered through the air. Lucian had recommended we leave it well alone, it was something else, something more, greater, and deeper than I. It would entice its victims in and then they would never leave its side. A master to its puppets, controlling their very being for its own sadistic pleasure. Lucian ensured none of our group wandered into its lair. He assured me we would all be safe there if we didn’t play with the natives. It was their feeding ground, after all. The thought of the place being any sort feeding ground really did twist my stomach.

The human types among us were oblivious to the goings on outside. They were drunk, happy, and giggly, dancing around until they passed out, comatose asleep and away from the night’s happenings. Yet, all the while, the Darkwaters sat, watching the crowds, analysing, ready to pounce if something went out of hand. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. Lucian certainly was, as he kept me close, dancing and kissing my neck. Elisha had found herself a reverse harem, a group of six boys all eager to please. Nic was nowhere to be found. Probably chatting up some girl on the dance floor. I half expected him to be swinging around the pole on centre stage. Even Julian smiled occasionally. He’d found a group of stiff upper class looking individuals, probably demons knowing Julian, as he sat toasting Lilith with his treble whiskey and coke.

It had been one of the best birthdays I’d experienced in recent years. My seventeenth wasn’t great, the institution made sure of that. My sixteenth was horrific, with death and destruction, and my fifteenth I was ill, flying on a plane across the Atlantic. At least my luck had finally changed. My eighteenth birthday was spent in the arms of my lover, dancing with my friends, and loving life as a new adult in the eyes of mortal society.

Peace only ever lasts a second. It’s a fictional division in your mind. It’s a lie many believe, peace and happiness. It brings down your guard, lets you feel, love, want, and desire. But it never lasts, never remains. All that follows peace is misery, suffering, and heartache. That day wasn’t any different. No matter how hard I smiled, how hard I tried. The monster that stood before me changed all of that. Not Lucian. No, he was across the room, thrown aside like trash. Not the Darkwaters either. They were scattered, battered and bruised. What I meant was the Beast, the monstrosity before me. How it happened, I didn't know. One minute I was dancing, the next, it was there. It came from nowhere, transported through the realms. If it could travel with the shadelings, it could be anywhere, anytime, and at that moment it was there, staring down at me.

“TAYLOR!” Lucian yelled. There was no time, no saving me. I stood frozen in fear. Hands clammy, fists balled. I was ready to fight, but, how could I? My friends were there, it was going to kill everyone. 

“WHAT DO YOU WANT WITH ME?” I screamed. That took balls, confidence and a back bone. The Femme Fatale struck back as I eased into her manipulative stance. 

It grinned with no answer, raised its fist, and swiped me to the side, flinging me like a rag doll. Lucian leapt up to defend me, standing before the beast in front of me. As he did, the ground rumbled and raised. Hundreds of shadelings entered the realm, taking on the living and the vulnerable. My friends! Where are they? I had to get out of there, get everyone out.

Lucian had pulled the beast away from me, the Darkwaters had formed a group again as they battled with ice and magic, silvered blades and fangs. I need to help, need to try. 
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GRABBING AT MY SIGIL, the world came to light. Stand still. Peace, if only for a moment. Time slowed as I conjured a fireball, one filled with fire and light, beauty and darkness, fighting alongside each other. Throwing it at the beast, however, was another problem. I wasn’t very good at aiming, and this time wasn’t much different as it hit Julian’s ice shield, melting it around them. The Darkwaters were targets again. With no shield in place the beast laughed, taunting and taking them down one by one. What had I done?

I had to lure it out of there, get it away before it killed everyone I loved. It was coming, pounding the ground as it leapt to stomp on me. I must disappear, dissipate through the realms. As it landed, my body changed to raw matter, evaporating into a realm beyond our own. Now was my chance, as I pieced myself back together. In the realm of another, I could still see our side, see my human friends being used as bait by the ghastly puppeteer. I travelled up the stairs, entering its lair. I wasn’t sure what I could do but I needed to get the gang out of there. 

To the beast, I had vanished. To the Darkwaters, I’d escaped as they picked themselves up and carried themselves out to safety. They couldn’t take the beast like that, so they ran with the humans, out of the club and into the night air. All but Lucian, he wouldn’t leave without me. He knew I’d never leave without him. He searched the club for me as I watched, waited for the perfect moment.

As he entered upstairs, I reappeared before him. 

“Lucian, our friends are in there.”

“What?” he said, leaping into the puppeteer’s lair. 

I went in after him, afraid of the darkness around me. What if the beast found us there and what was that disgusting smell? The scent of blood, death and devastation.

Pearce was in there, trying to drag Jessie free of her strings. She was controlled by the puppet master, standing guard as a target for the beast.

“Help, Lucian!” Pearce yelled. “I can’t get her free.”

Lucian dominated the rest of our friends, controlling their minds and pushing them to RUN, to free themselves. It was Jessie, now, and I didn’t know how to help her. Even Lucian couldn’t break the strings. I ran over to the shadowed being, the puppeteer, and used the sigil.

“What are you?” I asked, protecting myself with light.

“What are you?” it asked. “A prize for my collection.” It grinned as its slimy face came out into the light. The morbid being was half-human, half-monster. It looked like it’d could be drowned and remain there for centuries. 

“I am not a prize for anyone’s collection!” I yelled, gripping the arm that held the strings. 

“What are you?” It yelled as I burned through its skin, the smell of burning flesh took over the air around us. Flaming skin, burning tissue, there was nothing I couldn’t do with fire if I put my mind to it. 

“Release her,” I demanded.

“Never!” it yelled, screeching in anguish.

“Now, or I’ll burn right through you,” I said. Lucian watched in awe as the puppeteer let go, saving what was left of his smouldering skin.

“Run!” I turned and screamed at Pearce. 

Pearce grabbed Jessie and Lucian grabbed me as we ran out of its lair and back into the club full of shadelings. The beast was nowhere to be seen.

“What are you?” Jessie asked as we made it outside.

“I don’t know.”

“Thank you,” she said, hugging me, hugging Lucian, and kissing Pearce.

Her gratitude was too soon. The beast was still around. There was nothing more I could do. I was no match for its evil. It was attacking the humans that made it out. 

“CHASE, NO!” I yelled, anger rose through me. Before me, the beast walked through the mortals like they were nothing, and in his eyes, they were. Just pitiful ants roaming the surface. It grew, there was no taking it down now. What happened to it? How did it get so big?

“I can save him,” Lucian said. 

“Do it,” I agreed. I needed to get Chase out of there. Rowena was trying to pull him out by herself. She’d be crushed if we didn’t help quickly.

“ROWENA, RUN” I yelled as Lucian jumped in beside her. He picked Chase up as Rowena ran to us and leapt into the air. Rowena watched as he soared above her head, placing Chase on the ground.

“Emma and Jake, where are they?” I asked.

“Over there,” Rowena said, pointing beside the beast. Lucian ran off at lightning speed, searching for them. The beast saw him, and he grabbed him in his fist, pummelling him into the ground.

“NOOOOOO!” I cried. “LUCIAN!”

Where was he? Could he have survived that? I had to reach him, save him. Gripping the sigil, my hands lit up. Rowena gulped. My whole body set alight, burning the dress around me. I was enraged. No one would take my love. No one would hurt my friends. No one would destroy my life, ever again.

I ran, heart thumping, feet pounding the ground. My fists clenched, face flushed, as I slammed my fist straight into the beast’s leg. Its fur set alight as it turned to face me. Its face resembled that of the gnashing teeth of a Lycan. It seemed to embody part of every supernatural being I’d ever met. The heat of a Femme Fatale, the tail of a demon, the necrotic flesh of a shadeling, and the darkness of a Darkened Disciple. This beast was more powerful that anything I’d ever known. I didn’t care, though, it had my Lucian and I was damned sure it wasn’t going to take him.

The fire burned through its flesh, igniting its rotten skin as it slashed me to the side, flicking me like a bug to the dirt. I dodged the fist as it dropped Lucian and swung round. Julian ran in and pulled Lucian away as Elisha screamed for us to run. There was no getting away from it quick enough. There was only one thing I could try. I grabbed Lucian and Julian, pulled Elisha and Nic in close, and vanished. I took us all through as raw matter, dissipating into another realm as we carried Lucian away to an alley where my friends were hiding. Away from the beast and out of sight. I’d never tried to hide more than just myself, and Jessie that one time. But, luckily, I’d managed somehow, and we’d all appeared in the alley unscathed and in time to save Lucian.

“Woah, TayTay. Good thinking,” Nic said as my naked, burned body reassembled. 

He chucked me his overcoat as Julian placed Lucian on the ground. He was unconscious. I’d never seen him so still. Jessie started crying as Pearce comforted her. It was too much for my mortal friends, they didn’t know about the supernatural realm. 

Lucian lay there silently still. What could I do? He’d lost too much blood. That’s it! 

“He needs blood,” I said.

“No, he’d never agree to take yours. He knows it’ll change you,” she said.

“He doesn’t have to agree. He’ll die without it.” I replied.

“Do it,” Julian said, opening Lucian's mouth. 

His fangs were prominent, I’d never seen them up close and personal before. They were quite beautiful, sharp, and deadly, but perfectly pristine and white.

I placed my arm in his mouth as Julian forced it closed, fangs biting down, piercing the skin as blood trailed out and down Lucian's throat. Minutes went by with blood leaving my body. Lucian stirred and clamped down, sucking the blood deeper and deeper. Did he know it was me? Could he stop?

“Lucian, its Taylor. Stop!” Nic shouted as I started to go giddy.

Julian pulled him back. 

“Lucian, no more,” he said as Lucian began to come around.

“Who? What happened?” Lucian asked as he sat upright, blood dripping down his chin. He looked over at me as Elisha steadied me.

“No, tell me I didn’t,” he said, looking at the fanged bite mark on my forearm.

“No, Lucian, you didn’t,” I said. “You needed blood, so I gave you some.”

“Taylor! No, you shouldn’t have! You’ll change again.”

“I can’t lose you, Lucian. I’d rather change than face that.”

“But you don’t know what you’ve done. I’m a Darkened Disciple. We’ve no idea what it’ll do to you.”

“I don’t care. You’re alive and I’ll live with the consequences,” I said, kissing his bloody mouth, lying in his arms.

The night sky glistened as sirens filled the air. The beast had vanished, leaving only screams and bloody humans. Not many survived. The ground was littered with broken corpses. The cries of lost loved ones and the stench of burning sulphur filled the air. 

We had to go, get away before the police arrived. How could we explain this? I couldn’t be here, not after what happened in London. They’d think I did it. Once was possible, twice was unlikely. It’d be blamed on a bomb again, a terrorist threat of destruction. Any opportunity for the government to head off to war again. The perfect plan to blame the evil humans. Little did they realise they weren’t the threat anymore, they never really were. Now they needed to gear up to fight the monsters, as more and more of them spawned in our realm. The world was growing darker. The Beast could appear anywhere, and with him came the shadelings, with Seine not far behind. What else lies in wait in the dark corners of humanity? What’s coming next?
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The following day I awoke silently in the Darkwater mansion, scared and alone. Where was Lucian? He hadn’t been himself the night before. All he had wanted to do was rest. Although, it’d take time for his body to heal, I had to remember that. Ringing him, there was no answer. Something wasn’t right. None of us should be alone, not with the beast able to pop up anywhere. 

I have to go home to Dad, to Caleb, to the rest of my friends. They’d been through quite the experience, and I’d asked Lawrence to spare them the domination. I needed to explain myself first, explain what I I was. Not that I knew what I was. Pearce had already told Jessie about what happened to him. That went well, as well as you could expect. She was still frightened of the puppeteer taking over her body. It must have been horrible, to know exactly what was happening, feel what you were doing, but not have any damn control over it. No wonder she was scared, we all were. But humans weren’t just slaves for the taking, they had freewill, a purpose. Although, they were so fragile in comparison to the supernatural. How they had survived so long, no one will ever know. I doubted the puppeteer was the worst thing to come out of Enoch, either. 

My body ached, feeling the threat of last night's dance with the Devil. Well, not the Devil, but Lilith's pet beast, a mutation of all things dark and devastating.

Pulling on my clothes, I realised the place was too quiet. Where was Lawrence’s classical music, or Nic’s unearthly drumming beat? There wasn’t a Darkwater in sight. I couldn’t bare it, the quiet made me nervous. 

I wonder if Dad realised I was home. He probably thought I was still in York, celebrating yesterday’s eighteenth birthday. Happy bloody birthday, Taylor. Another damn landslide on what should have been the perfect day. I was dreading to think what the next years would bring!

No one was answering their phones. The Darkwaters had gone silent again. What happened to Lucian? Was he alright after the bite? It played through my mind. Did my blood actually kill him? Is that where they were now? Mourning the death of their brother? My lover? Jeez, stop over-thinking it. They had probably all gone to hunt the damn beast again. Not that it could be hunted if it was in the shadow realm. They’d need me for that. Then why hadn't they woken me? Why leave me there alone, unprotected? Hmm, but did I really need protecting anymore? 

I headed home. With no one to call, the walk lasted an eternity, all the while I jumped at every little movement thinking the Beast was behind me, or Seine, ready to finish me off. They scared me. The shadelings scared me. Damn, the whole supernatural race scared me... I scared me. What was I becoming, who was I becoming? I couldn’t let this be it, this be what life had in store for me.

I felt ill, sick to the stomach. There was just too much going on. I was still weak from blood loss. My body was still healing. My stomach growled, it felt as though I hadn’t eaten in a week. 

I arrived back home as dusk settled in the sky. Hobbling inside an empty house, I had not seen a soul on the way home. It was strange for that time of day. Dad and Caleb should have been home. But I was hungry and smelt bad. I could smell the sweat as it dripped from my forehead, taste the salt as it entered my mouth. 

Shower first, then food. So, that’s what I did. In the mirror, my body was badly bruised. Clearly, the injuries I’d sustained were greater than I previously thought. It was taking time for my body to naturally heal. The shower helped, though, fresh, clean water misted over my body, like a fog engulfing the scenery around me. As I got out, I saw Elisha sat on my bed, smiling. 

“There you are! Why’d you go?” she asked. “Did you walk? You must be mad!” She laughed, noticing my discomfort.

“Where were you all?”

“Lucian took a turn, he needed Charles’ help.”

“What?”

“Your blood’s done something to him.”

“What do you mean? Is he okay? Where is he?” I said, as I threw on my clothes.

“He wouldn’t feed today. He hasn’t drunk since you gave him your blood, and that wasn’t enough. He needs more, and quick. The injuries aren’t healing.”

“What did he say? Why won’t he feed?”

“He said he would rather die than kill another. What did you say to him? It’s like he’s gained your moral compass. He actually shed a tear!”

“Really?”

“Yeah. He was hallucinating, talking about the people he’d killed before he was a disciple. He felt remorse.”

“That’s good though, surely?”

“Not if it kills him!” she said.

“Yes, but he’s always had emotions, Elisha. He showed them to me.”

“Not like that... it’s almost like he’s turning into a human again.”

“That’s not possible.” 

“Well, I don’t know, you didn’t see him.”

“Where is he now?”

“At the hospital, come on,” she said, heading downstairs.

The drive was silent, the sun was setting as the darkness came out to play. The last time I saw the darkness, the beast returned and murdered hundreds of innocent people. The dark always scared me as a child, but now, now it petrified me. I had to hold it in; the fear, the pain. I couldn't show that I was weak. I had got to keep going. My muscles tightened, heart pounded. What could I do? How could I help? It wasn't like I could heal the weak and feed to poor. I was a lousy superhero. All I ended up doing was getting people killed. Humanity was doomed.

Elisha said Lawrence was still in York. He was busy with another clan, cleaning up the mess. It was a state, apparently, and from what I saw last night, I could completely agree with that. Police everywhere and SWAT was called in. Hunting god knows what, they didn’t have a clue what they were looking for or how to kill it. How would they explain a humongous beast on the news? The bombs or gas leak idea wouldn’t really cut it.

We arrived at the hospital by the light of the full moon. Elisha pulled over by the entrance, dropping me off so she could park up round the back, out of sight. I’m not quite sure why, but she said she would meet me in there. I waved her off, turned to enter the hospital, and then I heard them, a pack of howling, hungry Lycanthropes. Grizzling and growling at me beyond the treeline. 

“Harland!” I yelled. “Now is not the time.”

A scarred Lycan appeared out from the trees. 

“I can’t talk to you like that, Harland,” I said. My friend, the monster before me, stood tall on two feet. Crashing down to the floor, his body shook as he shed the skin of the Lycan and formed the body of a human once again. 

“Taylor!” he exclaimed. “You’re alive”

“Barely,” I said as he ran over naked, hugging me. “Put on some clothes.” I hugged his sweaty body.

“What? Don’t you like the male form?” he asked, grinning.

“Now’s not the time.” I smiled. “Lucian's in trouble.”

“Lucian's always in trouble,” he said, “what’s he done this time?”

“I don’t know, but I gave him my blood to save him, and... he's changed.”

“You gave him your blood? Are you mad? You know he’ll want more of you now. Blood is like a drug to those things. One taste and they're hooked.”

“What?”

“You need to stay away from him, Taylor, he’ll kill you.”

“Don’t be stupid! This is Lucian we’re talking about!”

“Exactly. You don’t know him like I do. He’s evil, all Lilith's disciples are. You do know that, don’t you?”

“What does that make you then, Harland?”

“Me? I’m a mistake, babe, always have been, always will be.” He laughed. “We are mutations, and that’s all. But we know what we are and we know where we came from. That’s why we prepare, work together, and we protect our own.”

“So do they, you know that!”

“Yes, but are you one of their own, Taylor? You’re not a Disciple, are you?”

“No, but...”

“But what? You think he’ll love you fifty years down the line, when he still looks like a twenty-year-old and you’re getting your pension? Wake up and smell the roses, Taylor. You need to either be like them and kill to sustain your life or let them go and wake up to the reality of living like a human.”

“But I can’t.”

“Then your choice is made,” he said, kissing me on the cheek as tears streamed down my face. As he turned, he shifted back into the Lycan, howled at the moon, and the pack ran off into the woods.

The cold, night air stung my face as I dried my eyes, ready to go in and see my beloved. He was right, though. No matter how hard I tried to put it to the back of my mind, the birthdays would keep coming. The beast would keep attacking and everyone would die around me. It was better that I ended it, give in and leave them to be free once again.

“Taylor, why haven’t you gone in yet?” Elisha asked, as she walked around the corner towards the main entrance.

“Harland was here.”

“Ah, I see he made a good impression,” she said, passing me a tissue.

The automatic doors to Accident and Emergency opened in anticipation of our arrival. The reception was packed full of people, squashed in like a tin full of sardines. Mothers with sick children, partners with diseased loved ones. The world was falling apart, even without the deadly help of Lilith’s monsters spawning every day. 

I could run and hide, but then who would help those people, the innocence of humanity? They didn’t deserve this, they didn’t ask for the beasts among us. They just wanted to live their normal, routine lives. Raise a family, love forever more. Who were we to stand before their dreams? Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t run. Not for me, but for them.

A scruffy young girl sat in the middle of a mass of feet, playing with her Barbie doll. With bright green eyes, she sat quietly, not disturbing anyone until I walked beside her, stopping in the queue. She looked up, grinned her toothy smile, and tugged on my jeans. Bending down to hear her she whispered. 

“He’s coming for you, Taylor.”

“What?” I asked. Did I hear that right? What did this sweet little girl mean? 

“I said,” she croaked, her voice deepening, “he’s coming for you, Taylor.” She dropped her pull on my jeans, picked up her Barbie doll, and skipped off down the corridor.

I was pale before, the average pale, young seventeen-year-old. No, scratch that, eighteen-year-old. But now, I look like I belonged in the hospital. Overcome with fear, my fists balled up, ready. I didn’t hear that, surely I didn’t? The background noise blurred into one as I listened to the sound of my own heart racing, lungs hyperventilating, glacial specks before my eyes and down I fell, weightless in myself. Crashing down to a thud on the floor, I was a sprawled-up mess that only Elisha seemed concerned about.

“Taylor, Taylor!” she yelled, slapping me across the face. “Bloody wake up! Now’s not the time for a lie down.”

Coming to, I sat up to see a young lad pointing and his mum standing by scolding him. 

“She alright?” a porter asked, bringing over a wheelchair.

“Yes, just too much to drink,” Elisha said.

“Oh, one of those.” He frowned, walking off tutting.

Elisha lifted my face to hers. 

“Would you sort yourself out? Don’t go all human on me now, Taylor Lane!”

“I, I am,” I stuttered. “The girl.”

“What girl?” she asked. “Come on, it’s our turn.” While she asked where Charles was, I saw the little girl at the end of the corridor, skipping with her Barbie doll, playing hopscotch with a shadeling. “Taylor, move!” she demanded, pulling me along.

“But,” I exclaimed, “the girl!”

“What girl?” she asked, heading down the corridor towards her.

“That girl.” I pointed as she followed, looking ahead at the scruffy young thing with the shadeling.

“Taylor,” she gulped, “that’s not a girl.”

“What, what is she then?”

“It’s a changeling, a type of shifter.”

“Like Nic?”

“No, it shifts into human forms. It kills the human and takes their body.”

“So, the little girl’s dead?”

“Yes,” she said.

“No!” I cried. “doesn’t anyone care anymore?”

“No, it doesn’t look that way,” she said. “We need to move, now... unless you want to kill a little girl in front of everyone.”

“God no!”

“Then go!” she shouted, pushing me up the corridor. We ran as the little girl stopped, turned, and sped down the corridor after us.

“Come on, Lucian’s down here!” she yelled, pulling me along.

“Where?” I shouted as the girl grabbed hold of me. 

“Pretty little thing. He’s coming for you,” she said

“Get off me!” I yelled as the corridor lights flickered and the ground began to rumble.

“She wants you by her side, pretty girl.” The scruffy child said. She was surprisingly strong as she sat on top of me, whispering in my ear.

“Elisha!” I yelled, but there was no point. Elisha was battling a shadeling while me and the kid had time to play.

“Get off me!” I yelled again, pushing with all my might.

“No use pretty girl, she’s coming.”

“Who, who's coming?” I shouted, squirming to get away.

“Mummy’s coming.” she laughed, “and she says you’ve been a very naughty girl.” She laughed furiously. “Tut tut tut, don’t frown that pretty face, she’ll be here soon.”

Pushing harder, my fingers crept towards my sigil. I needed control. I couldn’t kill this girl, after all, she was a child. Clearly one of Lilith’s, but what did Lilith want with me and why weren’t the Darkwaters after me if Lilith was? After all, they were Lilith’s disciples.

The girl pulled out a little dagger, the perfect size for her frail little frame. Plunging it into my stomach, she laughed. 

“Naughty naughty Taylor.” She grinned as she skipped away.

As quick as a flash, Lucian sped past, grabbing the child and throwing her down the corridor. 

“Hey” she screamed “No fair! Mummy will be angry with you, Lucian!”

“What?” he yelled.

“I have no idea.” I cried as Lucian ran over.

“Taylor! No!” he yelled. “Help, someone.” 

Elisha ran over. 

“Your blood, Lucian, give it to her.”

“It won't work, Elisha. I don’t have enough blood. I’m not just a Dark One or a Disciple now, I’m something else.”

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Charles doesn’t either.”

“I’ll get help,” Elisha said, running off to find a nurse.

“It’ll be okay, Taylor.” Lucian kneeled down next to me.

“I know.” I smiled as I looked into his solemn eyes, raising my bloody hand to his face, pulling him close for one last kiss.

“There has to be something I can do,” he said, as a tear fell from his eye. Elisha ran back with a nurse, two assistants, and a stretcher. “I’ll be back, Taylor,” he said as he sped into another room. Seconds passed and out flew a stronger, more agile looking Lucian, blood dripping down his mouth. “I’m here honey!” he said, grinning

“What?” I said, “What have you done, Lucian?”

“Oh, it’s bagged blood, perfectly safe for the humans.” He grinned as the shocked nurse fell backwards at the sight of his bloody fangs. Lucian sped over, whispered in her ear, then ran to both assistants doing the same. All three stood up and walked away quietly.

“Here, honey,” he grinned, forcing a bloody wrist into my mouth.

“What did you do?” Elisha asked. “Dead blood will send you mad!”

“I’d rather be mad then alone.” He grinned. “How do you feel now Taylor?” I began to heal.

“Better, thanks.”

“It’ll take longer to heal than that, just take it easy,” he said.

“But what about you, are you alright?” I asked.

“Me, I’m rosy. Never felt better in my life.”

“What did Charles say?” 

“He said I’ve grown a conscience and everything I’ve done is coming back to me. I’m feeling their pain... and I am...” He smiled. “I can’t kill humans, not to feed on them, not anymore.”

“I didn’t know you did kill them.”

“I haven’t for a long while, but I used to, many years ago... I’m hearing their screams every second I live. Your blood has changed me, made me feel what its like to be human again.”

“But your heart doesn’t beat, Lucian. You don’t have to be human to care like one.”

“No, I may not be human, but I’ve changed. I still have my speed, my strength, and still need blood to live. But I also have a heart. It may not beat, yet, but it feels as though it lives once again, inside of me.” He smiled, holding me close.

“Lucian, come on,” Elisha said, “you’re drawing a crowd.” She pointed.

“She’s right, we need to go,” he said, picking me up and carrying me out of the hospital.

“Is it healing, Taylor?” Elisha asked.

“Yes, but not like before.”

“You need rest, let’s get you home.” She smiled, helping me into Lucian's car.

“I don’t think she should go home, Elisha, not if the beasts after her.”

“True. You’ll have to stay with us, Taylor.”

“I can’t, what about my dad, Caleb?”

“They can come to. Lawrence won’t mind. He’s taken a liking to your father,” she said. “I’ll meet you at the mansion when you’re ready.” She smiled and then walked off to her vehicle.

Lucian jumped in beside me in the car. 

“Ready, my light?” He smirked his usual contented face and drove off, screeching the tyres as we left.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “After what Lawrence said... I’m worried.”

“I should be asking you that question,” he said as he glanced over at my bloody stomach.

“I’ll be fine, I’ve been through worse.” I said.

“And, don’t worry. I’m feeling fine, rejuvenated, in fact, and I have you to thank for that.”

My expression pained as I noticed my wounds were still sore, still bleeding. Lucian’s blood wasn’t working as well as it should have. Was the blade poisoned? It felt like something was spreading through me. Every minute that ticked by I felt weaker, colder. Lucian knew, I could tell by his face he was worried. I vowed I’d let Lawrence check me over as soon as I could. I needed to pack a few things for the journey to the Darkwaters, needed to heal, and needed to tell my father the truth about who I was. No more secrets, no more lies.
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Once I was home, Lucian helped me to my room. It was a room I’d not seen since I was seventeen. It had only been a few days, but it felt like a lifetime away for me. So much had happened since, so many darkened memories, and now there were little girls after me with the strength of a beast and the lure of the innocence. Who could I trust now? Who was I safe with? I didn’t realise humans could be monsters, too, beasts dressed in the carcass of a corpse, taking over the life, slaughtering their families. God, anyone could be one of those... things. How would I know for sure?  I couldn’t exactly go around killing anyone that jumped out and screamed ‘BOO’, could I? Then again, I couldn’t kill anything that looked human. It just seemed wrong, against some moral code, I guess. Give me a deadly rotting beast anytime and I’ll happily draw swords, but a tiny little girl, no chance. 

Lilith was beyond manipulative. What did she want from me? Why was I so special to her? To anyone? Nothing made sense, nothing had for the past two years. I’d lived day in and day out, fighting to stay alive and for what? What have I achieved? What is the point of all this blood shed? I didn’t even realise there was a war going on until I was slap bang in the middle of it. Did I ask for any of it? No. Then why the heck did my life keep turning upside down? Why couldn't I be normal again, back with my mother and Caleb, eating our last picnic together on St. James Park? I missed those days, those carefree days. Nothing mattered back then, just us, family, love and friends. I’d give anything to have that back. 

But then, what about Lucian? His love for me was never-ending as was mine for him. I couldn’t live in that day of happiness again without him by my side. His smile, his laugh, his touch. He was a gentleman at heart, caring and courteous. My mother would have loved him. The Darkwaters were an upside-down type of family but they were one I’d grown to love. My own extended family of monsters, a mixed mess of perfection through mutant beings.

Glancing around the room, it looked dark and dismal. Where were Dad and Caleb? It was supposed to be family night. A home cooked meal, a board game or a film. Lucian was invited, too, of course, but it didn’t look like that was happening. Family night would have to wait as we scarpered to live at the Darkwaters. I wondered if they would want to partake. Huh, I couldn’t really see Julian playing a board game. 

As I laughed, Lucian walked over. 

“It’s good to see you smile,” he said, kissing me. “I’ll go and water these.” The flowers he’d bought me sat wilting in the vase by my bedside, dehydrated and in need of attention. I smiled as he left the room and headed downstairs.

The front door opened. 

“Hi, Lucian. How’s my darling daughter?” Dad asked, as he met Lucian in the kitchen. “Taylor?” my dad shouted, “How was your birthday?” 

He was coming up the stairs. I couldn’t let him see me like I was. He wouldn’t understand why my top was covered in blood, why my stomach still gaped open. He’d panic, not listen to reasoning. He’d think it was Lucian.

Too late, as dad began to turn the handle. Wrapping my mother’s old throw around me I opened the door. 

“Hi Dad” I smiled.

“Taylor!” My dad gasped as he ushered me over to the bed. “What on Earth happened? We need to get you to the hospital now!” I hadn’t realised the bloody bite mark from Lucian was visible.

“No, no hospitals, Dad,” I said as he hugged me, and the throw dropped to the floor.

“Taylor, you’re bleeding. Quick, we need help. Who did this to you?” He panicked.

“I’m fine, Dad, it’s already healing, see?” I showed him as the wound slowly knitted back together.

“But...how?”

“There is a lot you don’t know,” I said. “I’ll be fine soon, please don’t worry.”

“Did Lucian do this?” he demanded.

“No, no, not at all, Dad. He brought me here to get you and Caleb. We need to leave. Pack some clothes.”

“No, Taylor, you need help! What was it? Is it in the house?” he asked, straightening his back up, clearly looking for a weapon.

“No, Dad, you're safe with me, with Lucian. We need to leave. Please help me up.”

He might not have understood what was going on, but he did understand his pleading daughter. 

“We can go as long as we get you help.” 

“Okay, we will.” I agreed as he hugged me tightly, so tight that my tired limp body started to feel energised, perfected, and supple. 

I was fully healing. My dad could stop worrying. I could feel the energy surrounding me, absorbing in to me, bestowing its greatness throughout my body, healing each part of me as it connected me back together again. It lasted only a matter of seconds, as the scent of roses wafted across the room.

My father’s grip wavered as his arms dropped down to his side. His weight shifted, and I gripped hard to keep hold of him. But he was just too heavy. What was happening? 

“Dad?” I cried as he fell to the floor.

Bending over him, shaking, I couldn’t stir him at all. “DAD! DAD!” I yelled, but nothing. His heart still beat faintly, but he appeared comatose and in the state of darkness before death takes its hold.

“LUCIAN!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. In a flash, Lucian was out of his car and up the stairs. He pulled me away as he checked for my father’s vital signs. 

“He’s still alive, Taylor. What happened?” he asked as he noticed I had fully healed and looking as peachy as ever.

“He hugged me.” I wept “That’s all he did, just hug me.”

“Were you still injured before he hugged you?”

“Yes, I, I, I just didn’t know, Lucian!” I cried.

“We must get him back to the clan immediately,” Lucian said as he carried him to the car. I followed them out and then realised I couldn’t leave Caleb alone. He would be back any minute, and with the Beast out there, he wasn’t safe.

“I have to stay for Caleb!” I cried through the tears. “Please, save my dad.” 

I wept as I reached for the phone to dial Caleb to come home immediately. There was no answer. I left a distorted message, as Lucian drove off at a rapid speed. He had vowed to be back immediately, knowing I was a target on my own.

I fell to the floor, sobbing. In a house, my home, the home where I had nearly killed my own father. When would my abilities start helping people?  I felt like I was death to all mortals who loved me.

The minutes ticked by as I awaited the return of Lucian. No one was answering their phones at the Darkwaters, so I didn’t have a clue as to what was going on. 

Harland let himself in and knelt beside me, cradling my tears away. Lucian must have called him. He was here, someone was here. 

“It’ll be okay, Taylor,” he said softly. 

We had a bond, different to any other. Not just a close friendship, but something more. He was like the friend I’d never had, the lover I could never be with. He was my second perfect person in the whole world in that moment.

“Taylor, you’re safe with me. We’ll find Caleb, don’t cry,” he whispered in my ear as I cried deeper into his chest. “It’ll all be okay in the end. You have to believe that.”

A car shrieked to a stop outside, footsteps pounded the pavement as Lucian burst through the door.

“He’s alive, Taylor, your dad’s alive.”

“He is?” I asked. He pulled me up to stand before him.

“Yes. Lawrence is on his way back from York, now. Your dad’s resting and we’ll figure out what’s happening soon. Try not to worry,” he said, holding me close.

“But, what happened?” I asked. “What did I do?”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Taylor. Your body just has its own way of healing. It preserved itself first.”

“Your dad would want this,” Harland said.

“What? To die?” I yelled. “My dad would think I’m a monster! I nearly killed him!”

“We’re all monsters, love,” Harland said as he walked off to the kitchen.

“He doesn’t understand. He’s very black and white,” Lucian said. 

“Yes, but he doesn’t need to be an ass about it.”

“I know you’re angry and upset, and you have every right to be, but this isn’t the best way to handle things. Think about Caleb, we need to get him to safety. We can deal with everything else after that.”

“You’re right,” I said, backing down.

“Lawrence has called Charles, and Eliza is on her way. The best minds in the supernatural realm will be there to help your dad. It’s not your fault and we can fix this.” He smiled, hugging me as I wiped my eyes and smiled back.

Harland had disappeared for some time, off in the kitchen making drinks. I had become aware of his disappearance when he startled me back to reality, yelling at something in the kitchen. Lucian and I looked at each other for a split second before jumping up to help with whatever was happening.

In the kitchen, Harland was backing off as the ground rumbled outside. The floor crumbled and broke apart, opening a chasm across the kitchen floor. Steam escaped as the eruption collapsed the footings of the house around us. The whole place shook in fear, pictures fell from walls and glasses broke as they fell from the cupboard shelves.

“What the fuck is happening now?” Harland yelled. He was certainly angry at whatever supernatural creature was causing the raucous. Other than the fact that my house now stood on a slope, with a gateway to Hell beside it.

Lucian pushed me back as a bony three fingered hand reached out from the ground below. Its claws were over six-inches-long, gleaming in the light of the moon. 

“What is it, Harland?” Lucian yelled.

“Fucked if I know!” Harland exclaimed. “I can’t see it.”

Great, just great. Now the ground wanted to eat me as well. It was seriously taking the mick. It had been one thing after the other for the last two years, and all I cared about was finding Caleb and saving my dad. I didn’t have time for whatever that thing was, and I was tired of fighting.

The three of us stood side by side. Lucian tried to force me back, but I wasn’t having any of it. I was fully healed and I would damned well use my father’s energy for something good. It crawled out, and as it did, I came face to face with the Beast. The Beast was seriously grotesque, with flailing limbs and a lava heated core. It was back to its normal size, still twice the size than any of us, as it towered above looking down. At least it couldn’t stand on us anytime soon. Its black ashy body, demonic eyes, and Lycan-type face grinned at us, anticipating our demise.

The Beast's voice exploded. 

“YOU!” it bellowed, pointing its bony corpse-like finger in my general direction. It was the epitome of evil, as it hammered at the ground around us, shaking us all from our feet. 

My home behind me crumbled as tiles smashed beside me and glass shattered above. The monstrosity caused an earthquake with only the strength of its serrated fists. Lucian and Harland both exchanged a look of knowing, as Harland changed form instantaneously and Lucian leapt into the air, blades drawn, fangs protruding. I would never be more thankful for their monstrous sides than I was at that moment. They both leapt up to tackle the beast, only to be flung to the side with such ease. It looked as though the beast had swatted a fly. Shaking the concussion from their heads, they were up and at it again. In the meantime, as they were flung about left, right and centre, I started to create a fireball, one large enough to consume the beast before me. With the power of the sigil, and my own rarity, I managed an inferno before me, blasting it out to burn the monster to a crisp. But as it flew towards him, it began to howl, it sounded like ferocious laughter as it absorbed every ounce of fire I threw. It appeared to gain power from my energy, as I realised that nothing I did, nothing any of us did, was a match for the being.

So, I crawled backwards, struck down in fear. What could I do to stop the Devil? I was merely a human with a few extra abilities, and I had no clue how to use any of them properly. Looking over, Lucian lay concussed before a fallen tree and Harland was battered and bloody. What could any of us do? 

The Beast silenced and turned to face me, its bony hand reached forward, gripping at my leg pulling me down to the pit of Hell beneath it. I screamed, clambering at the ground around me, anything to stop myself from being pulled under. Then I heard it, Caleb’s voice yelled in the background. 

“TAYLOR!” He had come home. 

He was behind me, trying to grab for my hand, trying to rescue me. I yelled at him to run, but it was too late, my kid brother was stung by the pronged tail of the poisonous being in front of us. He fell to the ground as the monster released my leg. Lucian grabbed me and Harland grabbed Caleb. We ran at full speed, away from the atrocious being, toward the wooded forest beyond.

We had to keep going, but we were all tired and no matter how fast we ran, the thing came at us, clambered at our feet as we leapt out of the way.

“Split up!” Lucian yelled as he took to the trees. 

“No, Lucian, my brother!” I yelled, as Harland disappeared in another direction.

“Harland has him, Taylor. He'll get him to our mansion while we run the beast around. Once the clan are here, we can take it out!”

The Beast had gone, though. We were alone, totally and utterly alone, in the dark, in the forest of despair. Where was it? And then I heard it, the whimpering of a howling Beast in the distance. Lucian turned as I screamed Caleb’s name.

Within seconds, we were on top of them as I searched frantically for Caleb. I saw him in the undergrowth ahead, pale and lifeless, riddled by poison. I ran to him, needed to protect him, but the Beast jumped down from the tree above, blocking my path and knocking me aside. It gripped my little brother in his teeth, biting into his lifeless abdomen. 

When it leapt off, it took Caleb with him. I screamed and cried in pursuit, but I was simply not quick enough. My little brother, he was gone, taken, bitten, and poisoned. Why would it do such a thing? What did it want from me? How did it know me?

But my body told a tale of many foes. I was an unnatural, wielding the light of Heaven and the darkness of Hell. I’d been touched by the desire of a Femme Fatale, bitten through the love of a dark one, and fed on by the grotesque shadelings. I embodied the supernatural. I was what some would call an abomination, and it was because of me that everyone died. I couldn’t help it, I cried. I needed to release the pain within me. It wasn’t helping the situation, but all I could do was break down. I seemed incapable of protecting myself, let alone anyone else.

“Taylor!” Lucian yelled “We need to get to safety. Harland’s hurt badly.”

Harland was bloody from head to toe, his naked form covered in slashes and bite marks. Lucian picked him up as we headed back to the Darkwater mansion for help.

Luckily, it wasn’t too far. It was sad to think we were so close, and yet so far. We had nearly made it there before the Beast had attacked again. But Lucian was right, it was dark, and Harland was in a bad way. We were no good to Caleb if we were dead.
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Arriving at the Darkwater mansion, Lawrence opened the door to greet us, confused by why a Lycanthrope was entering the home of a Dark One. 

“She would never forgive me if I left him there,” Lucian said, as he took Harland in to Doctor Charles, who seemed to be living there now.

I ran through, covered in blood, while Lucian explained what had happened. Where was my dad? I needed to find him, needed to check he was okay, safe, and alive. But I was covered in blood, muddied with leaves, with bramble knotted in my hair. 

“Taylor, he’s fine. He’s resting. You can’t see him looking like that, go clean up,” Elisha said, pushing me into one of the guest rooms.

“She’s right, you know,” Lucian said, heading in after me.

“I know, I just want to see how he is.” 

“He’ll be okay. Charles is there and Eliza’s on her way.”

“But I took his life force, Lucian. I stole my father’s life!” I cried.

“It’s okay,” he said, pulling me in close. “He’ll be okay.”

“You don’t know that! I took years off him,” I said, “I need to give it back.”

“I don’t think you can, Taylor. Elisha said it’s a one-way trip.”

“It can’t be. There has to be a reversal spell or something, anything.”

“Eliza will know. She’ll be here soon,” he said. “If anyone can reverse it, she can.” He gave me hope as he soothed my hair, pulling me closer. It was moments like that when he felt so strong, ready for anything. He was still my protector, always would be. 

“Even in the darkest times, you make me smile,” I said.

“If I can get you to smile, even just once, then my day has been worthwhile. You are everything to me, Taylor, I hate to see you this way.”

“I’ll be okay once my dad’s well again and Caleb’s safe. I’ll be okay,” I said in hope. Lucian walked off to get a shower as I sat alone, bloody and muddied.

How can I have hope? Hope for what? Hope that Caleb’s not been torn down piece by piece while I’m sat here doing nothing? What can I do? Everything I do screws up. But what about Caleb? Poor Caleb! There it was, that devastating thought. Where was he? Was he still alive? Could he be saved? Could Caleb overcome this? He was so young. He had no physical strength to fight, but I knew I would fight for him, trade my life for his, if it came to it. He was my baby brother and I wouldn’t let him die on my watch.

I needed to get to him. How could I save him? He’d already been bitten; did that mean he’d change into that thing? The Beast? He can’t, he’s so young, he’d never survive the change. Sarah didn’t, it ripped her apart. Oh God, I can’t, that can’t happen to him. I need to do something, anything. Shit, what can I do? All these powers and I’m useless. How can I save him? 

[image: image]

My body trembled as a wail of gut-wrenching sobs tore from my chest. I couldn’t hold it back anymore. Nothing I could do would help. Nothing could save my brother. He would die because of me and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. Tears ran from my eyes, my body ruptured, exploding inside as I punched the wall in anger. How could I be so stupid? So naïve? Thinking I could control this, any of this? This life is bigger than me, bigger than any of us, my arrogant naivety will kill us all and my family will suffer because of it. It just isn’t fair, nothing's right in this world. Who the hell thought I was worth something? My mother died because I couldn’t save her, and what... I’m supposed to believe there’s a God? An Adam and an Eve? Where are they right now? Where’s the good side in all this? All I had seen was darkness, the evil. Even the Darkwaters were part of Lilith’s dark side. They were there to keep the balance. But how was that balanced? The bad keep winning and the innocent keep dying. What was right in that? 

“Taylor!” Lucian yelled, speeding into the room. He lifted me against him as my body trembled and my cheeks stung with the salty taste of abandonment fleeing through my heart. Lifting my face to greet his, he gazed warmly into my eyes. “I know you’re hurting. I know you’re scared. But you have to stand up, you have to keep going and you will see this through.” He stood me up and held me by my shoulders as Elisha walked in, handing me a tissue. 

“That’s enough crying now, Taylor. It’s time to ‘woman up’ and kick its ass!” She grinned. “Now get changed, and I won’t take no for an answer,” she said as she chucked me a new set of clothes and pushed me into the bathroom.

Stifling my tears, I headed over to the shower. It wasn’t often I wanted a cool shower in the middle of winter, but today, today I needed to wake up. See the truth. Wash the pain away. Today I needed to "woman up", just like she said. And she was right. I could do it. I must do it. I didn't need all the powers, all the magic. I could do it as Taylor Lane. Just me alone. I could save my family. I could give the Beast exactly what it wanted. Me.
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Entering my father’s room, I tried to smile, tried to remain positive and show that there was still an ounce of hope left within my heart. But I knew. I knew today would be the day I died. Not died like before, that was cheating. But to die alone, watching my kid brother run free. My family would live, love, and dream. They may be sad for a while, mourning their loss, but overtime they’d move on.  And the biggest thing of all? They’d smile again, be alive, and be happy.

I couldn’t help but feel an almighty pang of guilt slash through my body. My heart withered as I saw him there. I knew it was my fault. Me and my stupid abilities. I didn’t ask for them, though. They just absorbed right into me and every time they did, the darkness corrupted my soul a little bit more. How much could I take until I lost all humanity, lost the will to live, and destroyed every last person I cared about? I seemed to be able to do that without even trying. Life kept falling down around me and there wasn’t one damn thing I could do about it. Well there was the one thing. The only thing. Die.

He lay there, silent and still, fast asleep on the bed, pale and lifeless. I did this to him, I’m the reason he’s here. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair. Lawrence had said there was no change, that their blood wasn’t working. His injuries were more spiritual than physical. But Eliza was on her way and I knew she was the best in her field. I knew they would do everything for him and he would be okay. We would be a family again; me, Dad, and Caleb. 

His hand was so cold, chilling to the touch, like a Dark One had overcome him. He murmured in his resting state, flickering his eyelids through the transportation of dreaming through REM sleep. I wondered what he dreamt of. Did he still look at me as his baby girl, or was I now a monster to him, lurking in the darkness trying to steal his soul?

As I kissed his cheek goodbye, tears fell from my face, forming a river across his hushed features. Knowing full well what I had to do next, I stood up, let go of his hand gently, and turned away sobbing. I walked away from my lifeless father to save my dying brother. Life was unfair and unjust, to say the least.

“Taylor,” a weakened voice whispered. I barely heard it.

“Dad!” I shrieked, running over, and perching beside him on the bed. 

He could hardly move, but he was stirring awake, briefly keeping his eyes open to see my sodden face. Lifting his hand gradually, he wiped the tears from my eyes and smiled gently.

“Dad, I’m so sorry!” I cried.

“I know, Taylor It’ll be okay,” he breathed. 

“I’ve been wanting to tell you, Dad, I just didn’t know how.”

“It’s okay. I’ve always known how special you are,” he said as he took my hand again. “We were told of your future the day your mother bore you,” he muttered.

“How?”

“A book your mother wrote for you. It's time you read the book,” he whispered and then a faint look of confusion shattered over his face. “Where is your brother?”

“He, he was taken,” I said. I lowered my head in dismay.

“Save him, Taylor. Be the brightest version of yourself and,” he struggled to say, “save them all.” 

He finished. His eyes finally closed and he fell back into a coma. His heart still beat, his lungs still inflated, he was still alive and must be getting better. He had spoken to me, after all. I covered him over, kissed his cheek once again, and left the room to speak to Lawrence and search for my brother.

“Lawrence?” I requested as I entered the laboratory. Charles was mending Harland’s limbs back together as Harland yelped and grimaced whilst his body repaired itself.

“He’s elsewhere, Taylor, can I be of assistance?” Charles asked.

“Yes, we need to go save Caleb.”

“Ah yes, your human brother, hmm,” he said with revulsion.

“Pardon?” I asked, he had used the word human as though it was a suggestion of something resembling vermin.

“I mean, I must see you first.”

“Erm, okay.”

“I have found out more about your fiery nature, Taylor Lane.”

“I’m listening.”

“It appears your body is able to withstand the fiery nature bestowed within it, unlike a mere mortal that was touched by a demon. A human,” he grimaced, “would simply spontaneously combust, the chemical reaction inside of them would be too powerful and their mortal skin-suit would not withstand the flames of Hell itself. But you, Miss Lane, you are indeed something else. You appear mortal, yet your skin can absorb and fuel the flames with not one chemical burn igniting within you.”

“Okay, but what do you mean, a demon?” I asked, as Harland screeched in the background, withering in agony.

“Hmm, yes, Miss Lane. Something demonic, my dear, it has touched your soul and that is how you gained such an ability.”

“Seine.” I said.

“Yes, it may well be,” he said. “I will consider it further.”

“Thank you, Charles,” I said as I smiled, walking free from the room.

As I left the laboratory, Charles and Harland were arguing about demons and fire nature. It appeared Lycans and Dark Ones did not quite like each other as much as I had hoped.

Walking along the rose-coloured passageway, I came across Lawrence in his library, pulling down book after book. Elisha was by his side steadying the ladder as Nicolas skimmed through the books at an outrageous speed, clearly looking for something.

“Hey TayTay, how’s your dad?”

“Better, I think. He spoke to me!” I exclaimed.

“Really? Wow, that’s great!” He smiled as he continued skimming through another encyclopaedia of monsters and demons.

“Ah Taylor! Come in, come in,” Lawrence said as he dismounted the ladder and made his way over to his old oak bureau. 

“Thanks, Lawrence,” I said in anticipation.

“From what we have found so far, it appears the Beast is a transformation of all of Lilith’s children.”

“Children?”

“Yes, she created us all through one mutation or another. As you know, we are the first of our kinds, the Disciples. We can enter Enoch, but it’s not a place we want to visit,” he said as Elisha nodded and Nic grimaced.

“Why? Surely you can find out what’s happening if you go there?”

“Yes, but if Lilith has awoken, then she is planning to change things round here, and change, when it comes to Lilith, means the end."

“The end of what?”

“Everything and everyone. She can click her fingers and end a whole race, if she wanted to.”

“She’s had that amount of magic? Why hasn’t she done it before?”

“Because Eve stopped her. We came to the agreement that we, as the Disciples, would keep your world safe from evil. We never wanted all this pain and destruction. The Great War nearly ended everything. With Victoria's help, we came to an understanding with Eve that if we kept control on things, then there would be no need for extinction on a mass level.”

“Victoria? Victoria Bane?”

“Ah, so you heard of her.”

“Yes, Lucian explained they were close.”

“They were, but sadly she was killed in battle, though Eve kept her end of the bargain and removed her angels from Earth. In turn, we kept the supernaturals at bay, and as long as they didn’t cause too many problems, they were allowed to live with humans.”

“But they’re causing problems now.”

“That, I guess, is Lilith’s doing,” he said. “I would also guess that she has awoken from her slumber and plans to continue the battle where she left off.”

“Great.”

“That would be why she’s sending her favourite fighters down to test the playing field.”

“But where’s Eve in all this?”

“No one knows. She disappeared when Victoria died. Gone back to Heaven, I presume.”

“So, is Enoch, Hell?”

Lawrence laughed. “No dear girl. Hell is for the common mutations, the evil corrupt individuals that do not have the blood of the pure. They go to Hell. We live in Enoch if we die.”

“So, if Lilith killed you, then you’d go to Enoch?”

“Yes, but she wouldn’t just kill us, she would torture us for all eternity.”

“That’s horrible.”

“Well, she is the Devil's mother, after all.”

“I thought he was dead. Is he in Enoch too?”

“No, his body was taken, piece by piece, across the world so Lilith could not put him back together.”

“That’s awful. She’s his mother!”

“Yes, but no-one knows where each piece is, so she grieves every day for his loss.”

“I can only imagine.”

“It is surprising, though.”

“What is?”

“How you can feel pity for both good and evil.”

“Aren’t we all a mix of both?” I said.

“Yes, we are. You are wise beyond your years, Taylor Lane.”

“Thank you, Lawrence,” I said, kissing him on the cheek.

Lucian and Harland walked in. Harland appeared fully healed and eager to fight again. 

“Taylor, we will find Caleb or die trying,” Harland said.

“Yes, you know I’m always by your side, Taylor,” Lucian said.

I nodded, they meant it too. But I couldn’t risk them as well. It wanted me. I didn’t know why, but I planned to find out. I told them I needed to lie down, the day had been too much for me. They all agreed, and Lucian carried me to his room, closing the curtains so I could sleep the worries away.

He left to plan the attack on the Beast, getting ready for things to come. But I knew I couldn’t risk him or Harland, or, well, any of them. They were like family to me. I couldn’t lose anymore. It was my turn to bargain now, my turn to surrender. The Beast, Seine, Lilith, or whoever, they could have me, keep my powers. That’s what they wanted, after all. I wasn’t worth anymore suffering. Their lives were greater than my own and I’d freely give myself to protect them.

I packed a few things into a rucksack, I wasn’t sure how long I would be, or where it would take me. Tying back my bouncy brown locks, I was ready to go. The wooden grand window lifted easily as I shimmied my way down the drain pipe and ran out into the forest.
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Now, I certainly wasn’t much of a tracker. In fact, I didn’t know the first thing about combat tracking or strategy. It was clear as I ran blind into what was surely a trap waiting to happen.

I remembered watching a survival program a few months ago, the man on there was busy looking at blades of grass and broken branches. Apparently, they showed you the way your enemy had gone. However, there weren’t many blades of grass in the woods, mainly just soil and a lot of fallen branches. How would I know which one was broken by the Beast and which one was broken by natural causes?

Was this a lost cause? It had chosen to take Caleb, rather than just keeping hold of my leg and pulling me under. It could have seized me there and then, but it seemed more interested in the thrill of the chase, the taunt of the game, and the pain of the torture. Was it just a monster or did it have an agenda? Weren’t we all monsters, though? After all, I was dating a mutated version of one.

I felt watched, laughed at, as I screamed out Caleb’s name. It must have known I was there, alone in the woods. It had to be close by. But why wasn’t it fighting with me, taking me down to its hellish caves in the underworld?

There was no sign of any little animals running about the forest, no birds tweeting in the sky. It was just dark and dismal with a mix of misery to add. I was alone, and I knew it. The darkened clouds shed their droplets and I began to run, running as fast as I ever could, searching frantically for any sign of my brother, anywhere, anyhow. As I ran, I tripped, flying and landing at the feet of the monster before me. 

Kissing the dirt, I raised my weary head. This wasn’t the Beast. I wasn’t that lucky. This was an old friend who’d come out to play, and when I said friend, I meant the closest kind. Someone who had touched my soul and ripped it open, destroyed my body, seared it in flames. A creature unlike any other, a monstrosity with no soul. Seine.

With his crackled grey skin, his fiery lava core, he was no match for me. Did he really think he could take me a second time? Did that thing really believe it could kill me, even before I had the chance to save my brother? Was he mad? He must be. Or I was. I had to be confident, had to summon the courage. I was all my brother had and if I didn’t survive, no one would. One thing that Seine didn’t realise, while he stood there all angry and fiery, was that I had his power. I lived and breathed, just like he did. His lava core, his violent rage, it was mine, too. But the bonus was that I also had good in me, as well as a smidge of Femme Fatale and Shadeling, and I was damn sure he wouldn’t beat me again. I wouldn’t need saving today, that’s for sure.

Seine grabbed my hair, picking me up, and flung me across the dirt. 

Well, I didn’t expect that. I forgot how strong he was. Why didn’t I have his strength instead of his finger lighters? Life was just unfair.

My back burned, bruised against a tree stump, collapsed against the wilderness. My body tensed. I had to get up. He would not beat me again! Mustering the strength, I leant against the stump and pulled my weight up. Body aching, eyes watering, I’ had to keep going.

“I’m going to kill you,” he growled.

“Go on, then,” I baited. What was he waiting for? I knew what I was waiting for, as I reached down for my sigil. Clarity. 

The driven force of simplicity rushed through my body, igniting every piece, like a drug forcing its host awake again. With the rush of adrenaline, my body spasmed, tensing out rigid. Fire reigned over my skin, blazing across me, like a backdraft escaping from a locked room. Oxygen was key, and my body had a bucket load.

Seine's face mangled, his expression drooped as realisation sunk in to his shrivelled lava core. 

“How?” he beckoned.

“Well, isn’t that the question,” I said, embracing my body. An almighty ball of fire formed in front of me. Directing the force of flames, I encircled it with my light, creating a volcano of splendour, a flawless combination of good and evil blended together.

Seine turned, backing away. Leaning back, I hurtled the epiphany of harmony towards him. The equilibrium of light and dark, the perfect balance of yin and yang, good and evil. There was no running from death's door. Seine stood strong and faced the fate he saw coming. Incineration at its finest spliced him down into a pit of dust. Nothing more than dirt on the ground, as the wind howled, carrying his remains away.

For today would be a good day. I’d avenged my foe, I’ll capture his creator and decimate her Beast, freeing my brother from the claws of evil, and all in a good day’s work. I thought as the wind-swept Seine's ashes across my face.

Spluttering, I wiped my eyes. Jeez, even the elements hated me.

Heading onwards, the forest cried in despair. The howling of hungry Lycans sounded nearby, as clearly Harland and his pack were out hunting again. They must have realised I’d gone, ran off in a bid to end this once and for all. I had to find the beast quickly, save Caleb, and free the world.

I’d happily play the martyr card, but I knew that Lucian would never let me. I needed to find it soon, before the Darkwaters arrived and stopped me. I didn’t need to keep looking. I knew what I needed to do; vanish. I needed to enter the shadow world, as the shadelings would be sure to take me there. After all, it was the world the Beast used to come and go as it pleased.

Using the sigil again, I suddenly realised that one day I would need to stop relying on it. After all, the power, the energy it used, it was all part of me. The sigil just directed it, and why couldn't I do that? I could, if I tried. But it wasn’t the time to practice, it was the time to fight.

Grasping the sigil, I melded in with the shadow. Colour drained before my eyes, running down like water, bleaching an energetic canvas. Darkness became me as I disappeared into raw matter, evaporating into a corporal being, walking as one with the shadows of the Realm on the other side of reality.

Being a shadow had its advantages. I could walk along and spy on everyone as they sped by. Lucian, in fact. He inspected the delicate remains of Seine's pile of ash. Luckily, I’d already vanished by the time he arrived. The trail ended there, as I watched him speed about in all hope to find me. I knew he was hurting, knew he was worried, but I couldn’t help that, couldn’t help him. I knew in my heart, my sacrifice would not be in vain. He would understand... one day.

He sped away, towards the sounds of Harland and the pack. The Darkwaters followed behind. They disappeared in the opposite direction, retracing their footsteps as I walked along without a step, or a sound, in sight.

It wasn’t long before the realm around me changed. Pitted with the flow of evil, I followed the path forward, guided like Dorothy with the yellow brick road. But instead of yellow bricks, a path carved from shadow lay ahead. The mist of darkness wrapped around my translucent body, guiding me forward to the lair of the Beast as it lay.

I couldn’t stay in the darkness much longer, the shadelings had seen me from afar. I could feel their presence roaming closer as I tip-toed down the path of evil towards a cave lit sparingly in the moonlight. 

Within an instant, I was pulled free from shadow. Somehow, something had gripped my metaphorical state and dragged it back to reality with a thump. Imagine a fight with a professional boxer, he taunts at you, teases you with half-hearted punches, waiting for that precise moment to knock you out. Then, BAMM, you’re floored. No need to count, you’re out. Yeah, that was me. Out cold. Lying clean on the floor of a colourful world once again.
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As I fell to the ground, a darkness took over and I felt my body lifted by the Beast and carried to a place of dashed hopes and wretched disillusionment. A place unknown to many, but a place nonetheless. It was one which existed on our mortal plane.

My eyelids, although heavy and burdened with fear, were securely closed, protecting me from what lay ahead. They flickered as light streamed through, pouring into me, surging to preserve my body with a fiery light.

“YOU!” it bellowed, as a harsh crackled voice astounded the environment around me. “ABOMINATION!” it vociferated as it roared, causing the wind to howl in companionship.

The light seized to burn through my retina any longer as my surroundings came in to focus. The Beast stood before me, angered at my very presence. It was as though the fact that I persevered at living riled him even more.  

Beyond him, the sunlight shone through an opening. We were in a cave with moss growing at the base, meaning water was nearby. I puzzled for a moment. That could only mean I was situated in the rock face near Lake Meed and, as it was now daylight, I had been missing several hours. Therefore, I had been unconscious for quite some time.

I wondered what it had done to me in that period. Shuddering, I went to inspect the wound across the side of my head, but the Beast had chained me up, clearly worried I would run away and flee like a little girl. Little did it know I was only there to collect my brother and leave, trading my own life in the process, if need be.

The chains were rusted and interjected into the cave walls, blasted to the stone with a great force. They weren’t budging anytime soon. It was a large cave, damp and dirty, with sodden puddles from the rainfall that had streamed through the gaps in the rocks above. The corners were quite dark, shaded from the light of the sun surrounding us. My eyes started to get used to the light, and I noticed something writhed in the corner. I strained to gain a greater focus. My little brother, bloodied and beaten, fighting away his demons in the edge of damp cave.

“Let him go!” I shrieked at the Beast as it laughed evilly in response. The gigantic creature thudded across the cave, picked up the convulsing Caleb, and threw him over to me.

“YOU SEE NOW!” it bellowed, laughing as the tears flowed from my face.

My little brother, Caleb, was only at the tender age of eleven. Such a short life to live, so young and innocent, hardly tasted the world and the beauty it could bring. Thankfully, Caleb was unconscious. His pale complexion had turned a tinge of green as the poison of the scorpion’s sting crept through his body.

Blood flowed from the bite on his abdomen. He must not have had much more blood to give, considering the time that had passed since he was taken. Was he even alive anymore? His chest rose. That was a good sign, perhaps I could save him.

The Beast stood watching my reaction, as if to gain some sort of sadistic gratification from it. When it saw my relief at Caleb’s ability to still take a breath, it thudded over and stabbed him in the thigh with its sharp six-inch claws. 

“NO!” I screamed, yanking at the chains to stop him.

Caleb awoke, screaming in agony, wailing in pain as he twitched in spasms, the poison continuing to take over. His distress broke my heart as I pulled closer and closer, bracing my feet against the wall, trying to pull the chains free. I needed to get to him, hold him and sooth away the torturing affliction. 

If I can take life, can I give life? There had to be a balance, surely? If I could reach him, hold him, could I give him my life force? I could give him the best chance at survival while I took on the Beast before me. It was worth a shot, I just needed to reach him.

“Taylor!” he shrieked, the excruciating pain reverberating in his voice. He held out his hand to me as the Beast tossed it away, keeping us close enough to see each other, but far enough away not to touch. 

“What do you want?” I screamed at it.

“YOU HAVE TAKEN HER POWER!” it boomed.

So, it saw me as an abomination, a monster of sought. It believed I had purposely taken these abilities for my own selfish greed. Not that I was attacked by every one of them and happened to absorb their abilities like a sponge. How did it even know me? Why was I so important?

“Whose power? I didn’t take anything. They all attacked me!” I yelled, still watching as Caleb writhed in agony.

“THEY ARE NOT YOUR POWERS TO TAKE, HAYA!”

Who? Did it seriously have me confused with someone else? After everything it had done to me, to my family, to my town, and all this time it believed me to be somebody different.

“I’m TAYLOR!” I screamed. How dare it do this to me? Ruining my life, killing my friends, and hurting my little brother, how dare it? It could have, at least, called me by my real name.

My screaming seemed to anger it further as it lashed out, hitting me in the side, slicing open my hip, showing tissue damage and bloodied bone. I had to use my abilities, but I just couldn’t reach the sigil. My chains were too tight and there was just no slack apparent.

But I needed to. Where was the control now? I was in too much pain from the lacerations to control anything anymore. The demonic creature knelt beside me, took its bladed fingers, and stroked them across the wound on my face; an expressive form of recollection, almost. How was something this evil able to communicate feelings of tenderness and comfort? Was this just another of its twisted games, luring me in to take me out once and for all?

Caleb screamed a death defying, blood curdling scream, one that will remain embedded into time itself, relived for an eternity through the memories of those close. He had grown claws out of his hands. Blood flowed freely from within him as his body arched and contorted. Fighting the Beast was no longer an option. I needed to give Caleb my life force, quickly. It had to happen immediately, he didn’t have much time left. 

Seeing him like that, so pasty and defenceless, how could any God or being of love and light let something so abrupt, so traumatic, happen to an innocent little boy? Was there even a God? I knew the stories of Lilith and Eve, but that’s all the supernatural history books spoke of. After Cain was cast out, God disappeared, never to be seen again. It appeared his creations took over his throne. And where was Eve in all this? Wasn’t she supposed to be an angel of light, the greatest good of all? Where was she to stop all this? 

Writhing in pain, with broken limbs and torn, bloodied skin, Caleb slunk his way over to me. The Beast watched in awe, taken aback by the love our family shared as we fought to be by each other’s side. Caleb managed to push himself forward just a little more, and in doing so, I could reach one of his clawed hands with my feet and pull him closer to me. 

It wasn’t just Caleb anymore, it was something else. It was the beast in him taking over. He writhed, and he withered as I pulled him next to me, trying to hold his broken body, sobbing, pushing every drop of energy from me into him. But it wasn’t doing anything except tiring my soul. Caleb still screamed in pain, he still pleaded for mercy, he still screamed the sorrow of a thousand lost children. He was changing. The Caleb I knew was dying, and in its place was another beast trying to be born, the same beast that tried to escape from the body of the dead girl, Sarah.

But it wouldn’t reach out, it wouldn’t survive this. Caleb’s body was too young, too innocent, too mortal. The beast clearly needed the body of a supernatural to change and grow from. Perhaps that was why I was there, to sacrifice my own being to give birth to the Beast within. 

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t face looking at him anymore; his poor mutilated face, he pleaded and begged for an ending. I wrapped myself legs around him tighter, trying to force any kind of comfort on him. I needed my arms free, needed to hold him. Instead, I was chained in pain, ignoring every slash he made at me with his claw-like fingers. I forgave every attempt at biting me out of agony and anguish. I couldn’t save him; my little brother was dying the most disturbing of all endings and I could not do a damned thing about it. I couldn’t even summon the power to end his life, to save his soul, to ease his pain as I felt him jerk violently, gargling on his own blood, choking the life out of him. His heart slowed and his breathing faltered as he gradually let go of me, twitching. I gripped him tighter and he died the pain of a thousand deaths that day, and with him, part of me died, too.
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I must have passed out from the blood loss, or from the extreme mental anguish of losing my younger brother. He still lay there beside me, all mangled and bloodstained, cold to the touch with all signs of life gone from him.

I was still chained to the cave wall, yearning to hold my brother properly, really cradle his fallen body and cry the tears of so many. My face was broken, too It stung from salty tear’s while my heart lay crushed within my chest. I didn’t want to fight anymore. I had failed, failed at being a big sister, failed at being a daughter and failed at being a hero. Everyone around me died. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right. It should have been me.

The Beast sat beside the cave entrance, yet it was dark and he became surrounded by shadow. He looked even more grimacing than before. He had watched me as my brother died, watched my pain, listened to the sorrow within me, and smiled as my little brother’s heart finally gave out. He was the purest definition of a monster, the exemplification of a malevolent evil. It had waited for my mortal body to wake so it could watch me relive the devastation and loss once again.

The Beast snaked its way over to me, knelt beside me, and licked the blood from my face. It tasted the part of me that Caleb opened as he slashed wildly with his serrated hands. Then it grabbed my face, cupped my chin in its skeletal hand. It leant in close and bit deep into my neck, tearing away the flesh, draining the blood from my body, what little of it was left. I remember shaking and twitching as it bit deeper, hitting an artery and my blood pulsated out of me. This was it. This was peace at last. I could give up and die, return to Eve in Heaven's former glory. It was my time to meet my mother again, kiss my brother and hold him tight. It was my time to die, a welcome release.

“TAYLOR!” A horrifying scream echoed through the cave. It was Harland. He had tracked down the monster like a true combat tracker and ended up right at the entrance beside Lucian. They both ran in. Harland leapt and changed mid-air, diving down straight onto the beast, knocking it backwards and releasing me from its grip. I slumped into an early grave in the arms of my Lucian once again.

“Oh Taylor!” he cried as he broke me free of the chains.  

I couldn’t hug him. I could only pick up the broken corpse that my little brother once inhabited and scream the devastating sorrow. The sorrow that I could not save my brother, could not help him, couldn’t end his suffering, and I could not cradle his body as he died. 

Sobbing, I placed his broken frame down on the floor and Lucian covered him over with his jacket. Meantime, Harland was trying to keep the Beast at bay. Lucian tried to pull me out of the cave, but what he didn’t realise was that I wasn’t going anywhere. There was no way that monster would live another day. Never, ever would it step foot outside of the cave alive again. And with that thought, I ignored the lack of blood in my body as it rushed out of me, ignored the pain flooding through me. Instead, I listened to the pure adrenaline taking over as the chemicals ignited. Out came the monster within and I changed form into that of the fiery girl I was born to be, leaping into the air.

Lucian yelled for me to stop, but it was too late. I had succumbed to the pure rage within me. I did not care anymore if I lived or died, only if I took the beast down with me. The savage instinct to kill, maim and torture, became all I was about as the darkness from within took command.

Using the art of the Femme Fatale, I landed on top of the beast, slamming my fists down into its body. I absorbed its life force into me and healing a little of my bleeding wounds, stopping the blood as it fled from my body. The Beast flipped backwards, throwing me afar. Harland quivered in the corner, beaten to a pulp, unable to get up any longer.

Lucian came next, rushing over to save me from the mean old monster. But I didn’t need saving, the mean old monster did. It wasn’t a fairy tale with a helpless princess, where a saviour in the style of a dashing prince would save the day. No, this was reality. This was my reality, my life, my fate, and I damned well would shape it. No dashing prince would take the kill from me. The Beast was mine to kill. He took my kin and he would die the only death worthwhile, one to match the pain in my heart as I leapt up, rushing at the Beast once again. Jumping on to its back, my teeth grew serrated like the dark ones. It appeared I had gained a little ability from Lucian's bite after all. I took the biggest bite from its fiery neck, tearing away its burned flesh as its inner strength wept from its body. 

It was angry, now, vicious and enraged. It knocked Lucian flying straight into the wall and then it thudded forwards, towards me again. It was serious. This was my chance. I had to rip it apart, let the monster in me take over, and it did. But not quick enough, it seemed, as it slashed its claws out at me. Looking down, I gasped as my lower abdomen lay open and my small intestines began to fall. Piece by piece I fell apart, the omentum was not enough to hold me together. The layers of skin would not keep me closed, my insides trickled to my outsides, and I fell to the floor in a huddled mess of blood and guts.

I choked as I fell to the ground, collapsing in a pool of my own blood and faeces. It wasn’t a pleasant ending, it was a realistic one. I hadn’t won, hadn’t avenged my brother. Instead, I had left the beast alive to kill every other person I cared about; two of which were lying unconscious in the cave not so far from me.

As I lay there, I quickly bled out. My organs were visibly on show with my muscles ripped apart. I could no longer move. There was nothing more I could do, and no one left conscious to save me. I accepted my fate, took my brother's broken hand, and looked out of the cave to the night sky. Outside, the stars shimmered as they fell, finally falling down to Earth, just as I had dreamed it.

As I died, it felt like time stood still, the few moments that surrounded that time lasted an eternity. Every second lasted forever and it was as though time had ceased to exist, yet the flickering of light before me resembled reality; the present time. I was living an alternate path, one that could see the beginning, the middle, and the end. I saw the beast as it rose high, heard the roar from its infernal lungs and felt the wind as it blasted through the cave with a magnetic force. It was drawn towards me like the pull of the future clashing with the present.

The beads of rain gleamed over the top of the mossy walls, the scent of dew swept through the cave like moths to a lamp light, clinging to me, encasing my body with the aroma of humanity's mortal existence. Time was ending, my life’s string would be cut as I oscillated through the channel of realism and make believe. Passing back and forth through each second, watching the film play like the flickering cinema reel of a 1940's production. 

With each passing moment, the sky continued to fall. Armageddon had come early and there was no turning the clock back any longer. Death was nigh, and the rebirth of humanity would take place. My time in that realm had altered. It no longer endured, I would no longer exist. I changed, and as an abomination, I would perish at the passing of an unsuccessful martyr, never to save the life of another.

I could feel each breath as it waned through my body, felt each heart beat last for an age. My fiery core fizzled out, sodden and wet. My body had fallen, a mortal’s soul would be taken as the figure around me rotted and died. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, dying while bathing in my own bodily fluids. It certainly wouldn’t be a swift ending, by the looks of it. At least I would live long enough to see the stars fall and the world freeze over. Maybe it was time for another Ice Age? A new species to be brought into our reality, given the chance to live as we never did. Mutants roaming the Earth, with no chance of decimation. But alas, it was too late, we had already ruined the world for them. There wasn’t exactly anything left to save after the monsters had taken it all.

The new world would be a phenomenon; a place of beauty, love and life. A place where the new species could hope and dream. It sounded perfect, but as we know, perfection isn’t normal. And if there were such a thing as perfect, wouldn’t it be boring? What would my version of perfect be in comparison to your version of perfect? Surely it would be different. If this was the case, then wouldn’t all minds have to coexist as one, so that all minds saw perfection as the same thing? That would be possible. But then, if that happened, wouldn’t there only really be one true mind? One true existence and all others would be slaves to its beliefs? Perfection wasn’t all it’s cracked up to be, but sure, the vision is nice.

I rambled through philosophy after philosophy, contemplating mankind’s historical conquests and deterioration. Each second that passed in your reality, my new reality lasted much longer. I felt as though I had aged years in mere moments, seen the sparkle of wonder shine through the stars as they fell. If only I had such an insight before the world ceased to exist, before I lost everything. Perhaps then time could have been changed in time.

A misstep in judgement was what landed me there that day. An inaccurate calculation, a lack of thought remarked how I had failed in life in that moment, the moment of my death. It only took one wrong decision and the whole world had literally come crashing down. But why? Why were the stars falling? Why were they falling in sorrow of my demise? I was just a mere mortal with a few latent abilities. Life did not revolve around me.

Shimmering in the distance, an enchanting light flowed, travelling through the surroundings, and brightening the cave around me. The cave shone with the magnificence of pure energy. A warmth radiated as it passed through its walls. The raindrops glistened with the beauty that betrothed them, the moss grew longer, deeper, and faster, taking on the life force of many years in one prime second. The Beast filtered its wretched face to protect its demonic protoplasm from the warmth of the angelic illumination.

Then, for me, time began to speed up. As Lucian stirred and Harland groaned, I passed back into our normal reality. The beast pulled back to the only shadow left by the wall. My brother’s corpse continued to rot alongside me. I took his frail little hand and whispered, “I love you little brother.” And with my final words, my last breath, I entered the cave of light, taken away for an eternity.

There was a time that I had died before, come back, and died again. I had become quite a professional at dying. But this time, it was different, life was different. I was different. I had lost hope, I’d given up, moved on. But as I did, I saw them. The reality behind the fallen stars, the beings they shaped with their lustrous light, the beauty behind our image.  They walked the earth as new born children, they shimmered. Shimmering a face of bewilderment and worship, filled with a purity never seen by a mortal’s eyes. The children were the essence of life’s creation itself, faultless and magnificent in every way possible.

They were the children of the future, the children we all desired to become, the perfected sublime we ached to achieve. With each step they took, they grew, forming from new-borns to toddlers, toddlers to children, then adolescents to adults. They reached a new age of dawn, a new perfect, a unity within unity and a passage through time.

I saw the one with the blinding light. As it shimmered across my dead body, it acknowledged my floating spirit, took hold of it from mid-air and pulled me away. With the great power of God's given life, it pushed my soul back into my broken body. Taking the dead and resurrecting. But why, why did it not resurrect Caleb? Was he too far gone? I lay silently still, in a comatose state. The angelic creature before me let its light pass right through me, stitching me back together physically, mentally, and spiritually with all the miracle that is life.

With light streaming within me, it came; a working heartbeat, two lungs that inflated, limbs that moved, and blood that flowed through my body. As I awoke, taking my first gasp of air, I came face to face with the future. Before me it smiled, leant into my face, kissed my lips, and whispered in my ear.

The warmth that circulated through me caressed my soul, not only bringing life to my physical body, but igniting a pure energy within, piecing my spiritual side back together. It manifested a beauty inside, bringing light to what I was and who I would become. Time did not matter to me in those moments; the past, the present or the future. An unadulterated clarity became me, and I knew my time would come. I saw the end, pictured the beginning, and lived the moment. 

The angelic being whispered in my ear, something in a language from a time forgotten. As it did, Lucian sat up. Harland quietened in awe. The world slowed to a stop as I drifted into a long and peaceful sleep.

Living with life is not always an easy task. It is one that is filled with uncertain times, painful memories, and woe. But it is also the one that brings the delights of love and family, little children I would one day bore, a husband by my side, and a quaint little cottage in the country with a dog named Milo. The picture was perfect, my version of perfect. Blades of tall grass would shimmer across their fingertips as they ran through the fields with laughter and joy. Catching up to them as I ran, chasing their little souls across the glimmering meadows of devotion.

My husband would appear holding my hand. We would read bedtime stories to the children and sit by the night fire together, telling tales of fantasy and fame. It was a dream, a dream I lived for and one I would have one day, in another life.

My mind was an escapism of the reality that I would walk through, knowing one day my future would be bright. But, also knowing a fight was to come, as the angelic being had whispered my name. I knew this body was one of many, a collective mind, a supple perfection. But this body was also me, also Taylor Lane, also the girl many knew as the mortal next door.

Life may change, it may come apart, but it was worth fighting for, they were worth fighting for. My future was their future and the future of mankind. They would be blessed, blissful, and abundant. My children would roam the Earth in hope, as saviours for all, heroes and heroines. Until that time, I had to wake up, needed to face the pain before me, live and try to piece it all together. It’s time to wake up, Taylor Lane. Wake up now, Taylor Lane, wake up!
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I awoke to the strained voices of many, the screams of the unjust and undignified. It would be a blissful vacation in Hell, should I ever get there. The agony in the air choked me, cradled my lungs like a mother holding her dead child too tight, screaming and crying, sobbing, and yelling. The voices, they wouldn’t stop. Humanity was dying around me and I couldn’t open my eyes anymore. 

I knew I was waking, knew I was living, that I had remained alive for a purpose, but the pain of my existence tormented me. It crept through me like the slinking creatures of the night, awaiting my devastated soul to burn and boil, laughing with their kin as the cauldron bubbled my humanity away.

There was a thin line between love and hate, good and evil, light and dark, and I was teetering on the edge. I was alive by the blessed touch of something angelic, something amazing, but also touched by the Beast himself as he ripped open my soul and laughed as I wept.

Then I remembered, my agony in sorrow, the loss of a broken heart smashed into a thousand pieces. My brother, Caleb. How would I ever forgive myself? Was it my devastating actions that had caused his carnivorous demise? How would I ever tell my father that his only son was killed by a beast from the world beneath our own? He said I was special, he believed I could be a hero, his belief in me was limitless. Well, it would have been until I found his limit, when I got his son and his wife killed. How many more had to die for my selfish existence?

I’d tried to die, give myself in their place, in Caleb’s place. But it wasn’t enough. The beast wanted me to suffer first, play with my weakness, my family, and devour it in front of me. I would never live past the memory of my brother tearing his own skin off as he ruptured his oesophagus while trying to separate himself from the beast within. He had choked on his own blood as he stumbled into a land of darkness and bereavement. That type of pain was unjust and undignified. No one should end like that, especially not my little brother. Yet it appeared that life was just too cruel to be human.

They surrounded me; the noise, the stress of a multitude of voices battling in my mind. Get out of me! Damn it. Get them out of me! The blasted arguments and screaming. The end is nigh, the end is nigh. To anyone who saw, I must have appeared as a mad woman, clawing at my own head, pulling my hair, desperate to silence the souls.

As I opened my eyes and saw it, the shimmering light wrapped around me, my body glistened and glowed, luminescent, and perfected, beautiful, and pure. I had been given the gift of an angel, an embodiment of blessed supernatural in the shape of a mere mortal. 

But little did I know my body now bore the soul of a new born in the bodily cage envisioned as Pandora’s box. I had power, unique, blinding power. I could feel it flow through my veins; its energy relentless, pure, and perfected. I walked the Earth as a child, open to the defiant possibility of something more. Now I was the something more. I would be the saviour, but I also felt the darkness within, the definition of evil. And yet I could be the purest of light. I embodied it all, blessed with both light and dark, teetering on the edge of humanity.

The screams were deafening my senses on overdrive. Why were they arguing? What was happening around me? It was clear I no longer resided in the mossy cave beside Lake Meed.

My head screamed inside with the treachery of an orchestra setting fire to my nervous system. Where was I? I’d been transported back to the Darkwater mansion, with the essence of my life’s history left behind. I appeared to be in an old hospital ward below the mansion itself. I knew they kept tunnels and many rooms I’d never yet seen, but this was one Lawrence had once spoken of. A vintage ward used in the war to cater for the victims of the blasted bombs. Charles had worked those wards, cared for the humans he so despised, but why? What made him stop caring? He clearly cared for them once upon a time.

Lying on an old cot bed I stretched. Every part of me seemed to work, toes wriggled, hands twitched, it was as though I was human but with a deluge of power corrupting me.

Where was my brother's body? He deserved a true burial. I needed to tell my father and sit with him, holding him as he sobbed. We still had each other, there was hope for the Lanes yet. But sitting upright, glancing around and taking in the deep humility of the room I couldn’t see him. I needed to get up, to look around and find my brothers soulless body.

Gripping my head, I pulled my solemn body up. Stumbling a little the room swayed as the tides rushed in and dizziness came in abundance. Then I saw him, the broken corpse of my brother lying on a bed further down. 

Cold and crisp, my brother's skin withered. The stench of his decay had decorated the room with its polar ability to ignite anger and hatred within oneself. I felt it; the pain, the pure animosity towards life itself. I took a moment to weep the glistening tears of the fallen, covering him over with a bright white sheet as I said my goodbyes.

In my hospital gown, I unhooked the saline drip, pulled out the cannula, and trod the path of the broken. I climbed up the stairs, away from darkness and into the daylight. As I stepped bare foot across the concrete passageway, the light surrounding me darkened, greyed and shimmered. With each step the anger boiled, the hatred fermented, and my fists balled, ready to re-enact a battle with the beast of my brother’s demise.

My state of mind had not come to pass. I had not awoken in a clear frame, having missed quite an amount of time; enough time for my brother’s body to start to decay and wilt. How long I’d been down there was unknown. Did my father already know of his son's decaying state, or was it something I had yet to burden him with?

There it was again, the constant yelling and agonising screams. A battle above with friend or foe. Whatever was happening was taking place at that moment, and I had to get there to speak with my father, tell him the truth, tell him I tried, tell him I failed.

Why were they yelling? It wasn’t their brother dead on a platter. It wasn’t their body bruised and battered. I recognised Lucian's voice, yelling and growling. Harland, too, bickering and biting. His feral side was clearly snapping, using the monster within.

I walked the spiral stairs up to the light of day, and as I rose, I could smell something, something different, something strange. 

I walked into a slanging match, a bickering of sought with Lycan against Disciple; forms changed, blades raised, and teeth bared. The whole of the Darkwaters were battling the Arellanos. Charles had remained at the side with Lawrence, playing peacekeeper with Harland’s clan.

They meant business and they were not happy about something. The Beast, however, was nowhere in sight. I rose up, opening the door, and as I did they turned to face me, jaws dropping with a fear deep in their eyes.

Why did they fear me? How could they express anxiety at the girl that stepped into the light before them? Was it the angered face she showed at the voices as they argued of her presence? Or was it the darkness that snaked its way around her body, slipping its silken serpent-like mannerisms across the pathway ahead? 

I wilted at the thought of their apprehension. Since when was I the beast to be feared? Even Lucian's eyes widened at the sight of me. What had I become to deserve such a horrific glance? And where was the Beast that had taken my brother's body and tortured his little heart until it gave out? The thoughts transcribed a novel of ideas through my mind, blissfully ignorant of the raging vengeance I gave away. The evil within did not care for the pitiful excuses of mortality. I wanted to know why he had to pass on and why the angels didn’t save his body but had taken mine instead. What had they turned me into? Who was I now?

I saw snippets of a life I once had, dreams I had walked and hopes demised. I knew the past and the future, yet the present I had not yet seen. Life was uncertain, and this path had not yet been trodden. I smelt it again, the casualty of heartbreak and destruction. Where was my father amongst this battle with the clans? Where was my family in this strange existence called life? Where was I in this path called time?

Then I saw him, lying on the floor beside a broken window frame. Running over I slipped on broken glass, without a touch of blood or decay affecting me. My father lay still, fast asleep, or so I thought. I gently patted him to wake him, show him I lived once again. But his body felt cold, raw to the touch. I shook him awake, kept rattling his bones. He didn’t wake, never opened his eyes, and no matter how hard I beat down on his chest, he did not take a breath any longer.

“DAD!” I screamed, beating harder as I wept. His heart had stopped pumping long ago. He was dead and decaying on the floor, filtered over by the sleeted wind from the forest of tragedy behind us.

I got snippets of who I was swiftly flow through my mind, then they disappeared just as quickly as they once came. Who am I now? I ask. With so much loss flowing through my veins, and the pain of the memories embedded into my very being? It hurt too much to speak of it, it pained me deeply with regret, the regret that I did not say what I needed to, what I wanted to I was not there for them in their time of need, and they died alone, terrified of the monsters that lurked in the shadows. Now I was an orphan with no one left to speak my name. I was Taylor Lane, but who am I now?

Then I felt it, a hand as cold as ice and one as hot as fire. Fire and ice entwined, one on each shoulder, two souls together with one, mine. They pleaded with me to stop, asking me to falter, to look, to see myself.

How dare they? How dare all of them? My family was dead, my pain was real, and I could feel it. I could only cry for it, to see it as they did not. How could they tear me away from it? It was my God given right to feel loss, grieve for their existence. If I didn’t grieve, who would? They would remain lost souls, forgotten forever more, a number in a notebook... "Just one life distinguished, nothing much happened today," God said.

“GET OFF ME!” I screamed, yelling at the top of my lungs as the two hands dropped, leapt backwards in dread, fearing what I’d become. 

Then as I turned, I saw it. I saw the brightness in the mirror ahead. The darkness had overcome me, taken over my mind with grief and fear. I could no longer take the pain, the sorrow. I faltered, falling to my knees, crying with the anguish and torment of a thousand petrified faces. Beating the floor with my blackened hands. With each hammering, the ground rumbled, until I could no longer summon the strength to exist. Breathing turned to torture as the blind shear panic of the excruciating agony of life itself took over. I screamed, screamed, and screamed. 

Glass shattered, the mirror smashed, and my bleeding ears burst with the vibration of my own voice. A frequency of pure terror filled my lungs as I exhaled out the powerful wail of God's own banshee. Through the shattering of life itself, the artful scream within emanated throughout me, releasing itself into the minds and souls of everyone in that room. Time stood still for a split second as I saw what I did, what my grief had done. Birds swooped and fell from the sky, paralysed in horror. Leaves that had danced through the wind, froze in fear and silence. The fountains spring water bloodied and stagnated. 

In that time, those seconds, I screamed. As I did, the world crippled in a helpless desire to die in my grief with me. Turning around, I saw my friends fall paralysed in horror, sucked into the culling of life itself. Fallen and forgotten, they died cold and crippled, alone on the floor, silenced for an eternity.

Before I knew it, the wail stopped. The pain remained but the scream diminished. I saw myself, in the shattering of the broken mirror. I reflected the embodiment of evil; the darkness of a shadeling wrapping its claws around me, the beauty of the reaping of life itself, the necrotic stench of the Beast that broke me, and the power of the angel that touched me. I had given into my darkness, lost in anger, agonised by the annihilation of my loved ones.

My pain had been a fever trickling through my body, destroying me one cell at a time. It ate away at my humanity, cannibalising all hope I once had. My family was gone, my humanity diminished, and I’d frozen the world in grief by the power of God itself. 

I stared emptily amongst the littering of corpses around me. I had silenced the world, cancelling time, culling the lifelines, and closing the door on existence. My anguish had ended the lives of life itself. No creature stirred, no blade of grass shimmered, no water fell from the clouded sky, and no heart struck a beat from any creature in the room. 

The Arellano’s hearts were always beating free, yet now they were numb through fear on the floor, dead to the world around them, and blanketed by sorrow itself. The Darkwaters were the same, although some of them had never had a heart beat in their supernatural lives. Their bodies were altered, encased by anguish and torment, reaped by my loss, and purified by the pain of an immortal’s death. What had I done? They were all gone, all ceased to exist, all lay still in time itself. 

Stepping over body after body, I came to my final goodbye, my ending scene. I saw him lying there, cold and glacial. Encased with the beauty our love once lit, my Lucian was now deceased. I was no longer his light in the darkness and he my saviour forever more. I did what any tragic love story must do, and like Juliet to her Romeo, I took the poisoned vial before me and kissed Lucian's lips as I serrated myself on the blade of anguish, closing my eyes and dying in the arms of my lover once again. 

Slipping away, ending the story, I saw them out of the shattered glass window. The house remained silent as I floated away, watching my angelic children fight in a bid to save humanity as Lilith rose once again.

To be continued...
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