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PREFACE



Ste-fan?

Elena was frustrated. She couldnt make the mind-word come out the way she wanted. Stefan, he coaxed, leaning on an elbow and looking at her with those eyes that always made her almost forget what she was trying to say. They shone like green spring leaves in the sunlight. Stefan, he repeated. Can you say it, lovely love?

Elena looked back at him solemnly. He was so handsome that he broke her heart, with his pale, chiseled features and his dark hair falling carelessly across his forehead. She wanted to put into words all the feelings that were piled behind her clumsy tongue and stubborn mind. There was so much she needed to ask himand to tell him. But the sounds wouldnt come yet. They tangled on her tongue. She couldnt even send it telepathically to himit all came as fragmented images.

After all, it was only the seventh day of her new life.

Stefan told her that when shed first woken up, first come back from the Other Side after her death as a vampire, shed been able to walk and talk and do all sorts of things that she seemed to have forgotten now. He didnt know why shed forgottenhed never known anyone whod come back from death except vampireswhich Elena had been, but certainly was no longer.

Stefan had also told her excitedly that she was learning like wildfire every day. New pictures, new thought-words. Even though sometimes it was easier to communicate than others, Stefan was sure she would be herself again someday soon. Then she would act like the teenager she really was. She would no longer be a young adult with a childlike mind, the way the spirits had clearly wanted her to be: growing, seeing the world with new eyes, the eyes of a child.

Elena thought that the spirits had been a little unfair. What if Stefan found someone in the meantime who could walk and talkand write, even? Elena worried over this.

That was why, some nights ago, Stefan had woken up to find her gone from her bed. He had found her in the bathroom, poring anxiously over a newspaper, trying to make sense of the little squiggles that she knew were words she once recognized. The paper was dotted with the marks of her tears. The squiggles meant nothing to her.

But why, love? Youll learn to read again. Why rush?

That was before he saw the bits of pencil, broken from too hard a grip, and the carefully hoarded paper napkins. She had been using them to try to imitate the words. Maybe if she could write like other people, Stefan would stop sleeping in his chair and would hold her on the big bed. He wouldnt go looking for someone older or smarter. He would know she was a grown-up.

She saw Stefan put this together slowly in his mind, and she saw the tears come to his eyes. He had been brought up to think he was never allowed to cry no matter what happened. But he had turned his back on her and breathed slowly and deeply for what seemed like a very long time.

And then he had picked her up, taken her to the bed in his room, and looked into her eyes and said, Elena, tell me what you want me to do. Even if its impossible, Ill do it. I swear it. Tell me.

All the words she wanted to think to him were still jammed up inside her. Her own eyes spilled tears, which Stefan dabbed off with his fingers, as if he could ruin a priceless painting by touching it too roughly.

Then Elena turned her face up, and shut her eyes, and pursed her lips slightly. She wanted a kiss. But

Youre just a child in your mind now, Stefan agonized. How can I take advantage of you?

There was a sign language they had had, back in her old life, which Elena still remembered. She would tap under her chin, just where it was softest: once, twice, three times.

It meant she felt uncomfortable, inside. As if she were too full in her throat. It meant she wanted

Stefan groaned.

I cant.

Tap, tap, tap

Youre not back to your old self yet.

Tap, tap, tap

Listen to me, love.

TAP! TAP! TAP! She gazed at him with pleading eyes. If she could have spoken, she would have said, Please, give me some creditIm not totally stupid. Please, listen to what I cant say to you.

You hurt. Youre really hurting, Stefan had interpreted, with something like dazed resignation. Iif Iif I only take a little

And then suddenly Stefans fingers had been cool and sure, moving her head, lifting it, turning it at just this angle, and then she had felt the twin bites, which convinced her more than anything she was alive and not a spirit anymore.

And then she had been very sure that Stefan loved her and no one else, and she could tell Stefan some of the things she wanted to. But she had to tell them in little exclamationsnot of painwith stars and comets and streaks of light falling around her. And Stefan had been the one who had not been able to think a single word to her. Stefan was the one struck mute.

Elena felt that was only fair. After that, he held her at night and she was always happy.
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Damon Salvatore was lounging in midair, nominally supported by one branch of awho knew the names of trees anyway? Who gave a damn? It was tall, it allowed him to peep into Caroline Forbess third-story bedroom, and it made a comfy backrest. He lay back in the convenient tree fork, hands clasped together behind his head, one neatly booted leg dangling over thirty feet of empty space. He was comfortable as a cat, eyes half-closed as he watched.

He was waiting for the magic moment of 4:44 A.M. to arrive, when Caroline would perform her bizarre ritual. Hed already seen it twice and he was enthralled.

Then he got a mosquito bite.

Which was ridiculous because mosquitoes didnt prey on vampires. Their blood wasnt nutritious like human blood. But it certainly felt like a tiny mosquito bite on the back of his neck.

He swiveled to see behind him, feeling the balmy summer night all around himand saw nothing.

The needles of some conifer. Nothing flying about. Nothing crawling on them.

All right then. It must have been a conifer needle. But it certainly did hurt. And the pain got worse with time, not better.

A suicidal bee? Damon felt the back of his neck carefully. No venom sack, no stinger. Just a tiny squishy lump that hurt.

A moment later his attention was called back to the window.

He wasnt sure exactly what was going on but he could feel the sudden buzzing of Power around the sleeping Caroline, like a high-tension wire. Several days ago, it had drawn him to this place, but once hed arrived he couldnt seem to find the source.

The clock ticked 4:40 and beeped an alarm. Caroline woke and swatted it across the room.

Lucky girl, Damon thought, with wicked appreciation. If I were a rogue human instead of a vampire, then your virtuepresuming youve any leftmight be in danger. Fortunately for you, I had to give up all that sort of thing nearly half a millennium ago.

Damon flashed a smile at nothing in particular, held it for a twentieth of a second, and then turned it off, his black eyes going cold. He looked back into the open window.

Yeshed always felt that his idiot younger brother Stefan didnt appreciate Caroline Forbes enough. There was no doubt that the girl was worth looking at: long, golden-brown limbs, a shapely body, and bronze-colored hair that fell around her face in waves. And then there was her mind. Naturally skewed, vengeful, spiteful. Delicious. For instance, if he wasnt mistaken, she was working with little voodoo dolls on her desk in there.

Terrific.

Damon liked to see the creative arts at work.

The alien Power still buzzed, and still he couldnt get a fix on it. Was it insidein the girl? Surely not.

Caroline was hastily grabbing for what looked like a handful of silken green cobwebs. She stripped her T-shirt off andalmost too fast for the vampire eye to seehad herself dressed in lingerie that made her look like a jungle princess. She stared intently at her own reflection in a stand-alone full-length mirror.

Now, what can you be waiting for, little girl? Damon wondered.

Wellhe might as well keep a low profile. There was a dark flutter, one ebony feather fell to the ground, and then there was nothing but an exceptionally large crow sitting in the tree.

Damon watched intently from one bright bird-eye as Caroline moved forward suddenly as if shed gotten an electric jolt, lips parted, her gaze on what seemed to be her own reflection.

Then she smiled at it in greeting.

Damon could pinpoint the source of Power now. It was inside the mirror. Not in the same dimension as the mirror, certainly, but contained inside it.

Caroline was behavingoddly. She tossed back her long bronze hair so that it fell in magnificent disarray down her back; she wet her lips and smiled as if at a lover. When she spoke, Damon could hear her quite clearly.

Thank you. But youre late today.

There was still no one but her in the bedroom, and Damon could hear no answer. But the lips of the Caroline in the mirror were not moving in synch with the real girls lips.

Bravo! he thought, always willing to appreciate a new trick on humans. Well done, whoever you are!

Lip-reading the mirror girls words, he caught something about sorry. And lovely.

Damon cocked his head.

Carolines reflection was saying, you dont have toafter today.

The real Caroline answered huskily. But what if I cant fool them?

And the reflection: have help. Dont worry, rest easy

Okay. And nobody will get, like, fatally hurt, right? I mean, were not talking about deathfor humans.

The reflection: Why should we?

Damon smiled inwardly. How many times had he heard exchanges like that before? As a spider himself, he knew: First you got your fly into the parlor; then you reassured her; and before she knew it, you could have anything from her, until you didnt need her any longer.

And thenhis black eyes glitteredit was time for a new fly.

Now Carolines hands were writhing in her lap. Just as long as you reallyyou know. What you promised. You really mean it about loving me?

trust me. Ill take care of youand your enemies, too. Ive already begun

Suddenly Caroline stretched, and it was a stretch that boys at Robert E. Lee High School would have paid to watch. Thats what I want to see, she said. Im just so sick of hearing about Elena this, Stefan thatand now its going to start all over.

Caroline broke off abruptly, as if someone had hung up on her on the phone and shed only just realized it. For a moment her eyes narrowed and her lips thinned. Then, slowly, she relaxed. Her eyes remained on the mirror, and one hand lifted until it was resting lightly on her stomach. She stared at it and slowly her features seemed to soften, to melt into an expression of apprehension and anxiety.

But Damon hadnt taken his eyes off the mirror for an instant. Normal mirror, normal mirror, normal mirrorl era! Just at the last moment, as Caroline turned away, a flash of red.

Flames?

Now, what could be going on? he thought lazily, fluttering as he transformed from a sleek crow back into a drop-dead gorgeous young man lounging in a high branch of the tree. Certainly the mirror-creature wasnt from around Fells Church. But it sounded as if it meant to make trouble for his brother, and a fragile, beautiful smile touched Damons lips for a second.

There was nothing he loved more than to watch self-righteous, sanctimonious, Im-better-than-you-cos-I-dont-drink-human-blood Stefan get in trouble.

The teenagers of Fells Churchand some of the adultsregarded the tale of Stefan Salvatore and their local beauty Elena Gilbert as a modern Romeo-and-Juliet story. She had given her life to save his when theyd both been captured by a maniac, and afterward he had died of a broken heart. There were even whispers that Stefan had been not quite humanbut something else. A demon lover that Elena had died to redeem.

Damon knew the truth. Stefan was dead all rightbut he had been dead for hundreds of years. And it was true that he was a vampire, but calling him a demon was like calling Tinkerbell armed and dangerous.

Meanwhile Caroline couldnt seem to stop talking to an empty room.

Just you wait, she whispered, walking over to the piles of untidy papers and books that littered her desk.

She rummaged through the papers until she found a miniature video camera that had a green light shining at her like a single unblinking eye. Delicately, she connected the camera to her computer and began typing a password.

Damons eyesight was much better than a humans, and he could clearly see the tanned fingers with the long shining bronze nails: CFRULES. Caroline Forbes rules, he thought. Pitiful.

Then she turned around, and Damon saw tears well up in her eyes. The next moment, unexpectedly, she was sobbing.

She sat heavily on the bed, weeping and rocking herself back and forth, occasionally striking the mattress with a clenched fist. But mainly she just sobbed and sobbed.

Damon was startled. But then custom took over and he murmured, Caroline? Caroline, may I come in?

What? Who? She looked around frantically.

Its Damon. May I come in? he asked, his voice dripping with mock sympathy, simultaneously using mind control on her.

All vampires had such powers of control over mortals. How great the Power was depended on many things: the vampires diet (human blood was by far the most potent), the strength of the victims will, the relationship between the vampire and the victim, the fluctuation of day and nightand so many other things that even Damon didnt begin to understand. He only knew when he felt his own Power quicken, as it was quickening now.

And Caroline was waiting.

I can come in? he said in his most musical, most beguiling voice, at the same time crushing Carolines strong will under one much stronger.

Yes, she answered, wiping her eyes quickly, apparently seeing nothing unusual in his entrance by a third-story window. Their eyes locked. Come in, Damon.

She had issued the necessary invitation for a vampire. With one graceful motion he swung himself over the sill. The interior of her room smelled like perfumesand not subtle ones. He felt really quite savage nowit was surprising the way the bloodfever had come on so suddenly, so irresistibly. His upper canines had extended to about half again their size, and their edges were razor-sharp.

This was no time for conversation, for loitering around as he usually did. For a gourmet, half the pleasure was in the anticipation, sure, but right now he was in need. He drew strongly on his Power to control the human brain and gave Caroline a dazzling smile.

That was all it took.

Caroline had been moving toward him; now she stopped. Her lips, partly open to ask a question, remained parted; and her pupils suddenly widened as if she were in a dark room, and then contracted and remained contracted.

II she managed. Ohhh

There. She was his. And so easily, too.

His fangs were throbbing with a kind of pleasurable pain, a tender soreness beckoning him to strike as quickly as the lunge of a cobra, to sink his teeth to the hilt in an artery. He was hungryno, starvingand his whole body was burning with the urge to drink as deeply as he liked. After all, there were others to choose from if he drained this vessel dry.

Carefully, never taking his eyes from hers, he lifted Carolines head to expose her throat, with the sweet pulse throbbing in its hollow. It filled all his senses: the beating of her heart, the smell of the exotic blood just under the surface, dense and ripe and sweet. His head was spinning. Hed never been so excited, so eager

So eager that it gave him pause. After all, one girl was as good as another, right? What was different about this time? What was wrong with him?

And then he knew.

Ill have my own mind back, thank you.

Suddenly Damons intellect was icy cold; the sensual aura in which hed been trapped frozen over instantly. He dropped Carolines chin and stood very still.

He had almost fallen under the influence of the thing that was using Caroline. It had been trying to snare him into breaking his word to Elena.

And again, he could just barely sense a whisk of red in the mirror.

It was one of those creatures drawn to the nova of Power that Fells Church had becomehe knew that. It had been using him, spurring him on, trying to get him to drain Caroline dry. To take all her blood, to kill a human, something he hadnt done since meeting Elena.

Why?

Coldly furious, he centered himself, and then probed in all directions with his mind to find the parasite. It should still be here; the mirror was only a portal for it to travel small distances. And it had been controlling himhim, Damon Salvatoreso it had to be very close indeed.

Still, he could find nothing. That made him even angrier than before. Absently fingering the back of his neck, he sent a dark message:

I will warn you once, and once only. Stay away from ME!

He sent the thought out with a blast of Power that flashed like sheet lightning in his own senses. It ought to have knocked something dead nearbyfrom the roof, from the air, from a branchmaybe even from next door. From somewhere, a creature should have plummeted to the ground, and he should have been able to sense it.

But although Damon could feel clouds darkening above him in response to his mood, and the wind rubbing branches together outside, there was no falling body, no attempt at dying retaliation.

He could find nothing close enough to have entered his thoughts, and nothing at a distance could be that strong. Damon might amuse himself sometimes by pretending to be vain, but underneath he had a cool and logical ability to analyze himself. He was strong. He knew that. As long as he kept himself well nourished and free of weakening sentiment, there were few creatures that could stand against himat least in this plane.

Two were right here in Fells Church, a little mocking counterpoint in his mind said, but Damon shrugged that off disdainfully. Surely there could be no other vampire Elders nearby, or he would sense them. Ordinary vampires, yes, they were already flocking. But they were all too weak to enter his mind.

He was equally certain there was no creature within range that could challenge him. He would have sensed it as he sensed the blazing ley lines of uncanny magical power that formed a nexus under Fells Church.

He looked at Caroline again, still held motionless by the trance hed put on her. She would come out of it gradually, none the worse for the experiencefor what hed done to her, at least.

He turned and, as gracefully as a panther, swung out of the window, onto the treeand then dropped easily thirty feet to the ground.
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Damon had to wait some hours for another opportunity to feedthere were too many girls in deep sleepand he was furious. The hunger that the manipulative creature had roused in him was real, even if it hadnt succeeded in making him its puppet. He needed blood; and he needed it soon.

Only then would he think over the implications of Carolines strange mirror-guest: that truly demonic demon lover who had handed her over to Damon to be killed, even while pretending to make a deal with her.

Nine A.M. saw him driving down the main street of the town, past an antique store, eateries, a shop for greeting cards.

Wait. There it was. A new store that sold sunglasses. He parked and got out of the car with an elegance of motion born of centuries of careless movement that wasted not an erg of energy. Once again, Damon flashed the instantaneous smile, and then he turned it off, admiring himself in the dark glass of the window. Yes, no matter how you look at it, I am gorgeous, he thought absently.

The door had a bell that made a tinkling sound as he entered. Inside was a plump and very pretty girl with brown hair tied back and large blue eyes.

She had seen Damon and she was smiling shyly.

Hi. And though he hadnt asked, she added, in a voice that quavered, Im Page.

Damon gave her a long, unhurried look that ended in a smile, slow and brilliant and complicit. Hello, Page, he said, drawing it out.

Page swallowed. Can I help you?

Oh, yes, Damon said, holding her with his eyes, I think so.

He turned serious. Did you know, he said, that you really belong as a chatelaine in a castle in the Middle Ages?

Page went white, then blushed furiouslyand looked all the better for it. II always wished that Id been born back then. But how could you know that?

Damon just smiled.



Elena looked at Stefan with wide eyes that were the dark blue of lapis lazuli with a scattering of gold. Hed just told her that she was going to have Visitors! In all the seven days of her life, since she had returned from the afterlife, she had nevereverhad a Visitor.

First thing, right away, was to find out what a Visitor was.



Fifteen minutes after entering the sunglasses shop, Damon was walking down the sidewalk, wearing a brand-new pair of Ray-Bans and whistling.

Page was taking a little nap on the floor. Later, her boss would threaten to make her pay for the Ray-Bans herself. But right now she felt warm and deliriously happyand she had a memory of ecstasy that she would never entirely forget.

Damon window-shopped, although not exactly the way a human would. A sweet old woman behind the counter of the greeting cards shopno. A guy at the electronics shopno.

Butsomething drew him back to the electronics shop. Such clever devices they were inventing these days. He had a strong urge to acquire a palm-sized video camera. Damon was used to following his urges and was not picky about donors in an emergency. Blood was blood, whatever vessel it came in. A few minutes after hed been shown how to work the little toy, he was walking down the sidewalk with it in his pocket.

He was enjoying just walking, although his fangs were aching again. Strange, he should be satedbut then, hed had almost nothing yesterday. That must be why he still felt hungry; that and the Power hed used on the damnable parasite in Carolines room. But meanwhile he took pleasure in the way his muscles were working together smoothly and without effort, like a well-oiled machine, making every movement a delight.

He stretched once, for the pure animal enjoyment of it, and then stopped again to examine himself in the window of the antiques store. Slightly more disheveled, but otherwise as beautiful as ever. And hed been right; the Ray-Bans looked wicked on him. The antiques store was owned, he knew, by a widow with a very pretty, very young niece.

It was dim and air-conditioned inside.

Do you know, he asked the niece when she came to wait on him, that you strike me as someone who would like to see a lot of foreign countries?



Some time after Stefan explained to Elena that Visitors were her friends, her good friends, he wanted her to get dressed. Elena didnt understand why. It was hot. She had given in to wearing a Night Gown (for at least most of the night), but the daytime was even warmer, and she didnt have a Day Gown.

Besides, the clothes he was offering hera pair of his jeans rolled up at the hems and a polo shirt that would be much too bigwerewrong somehow. When she touched the shirt she got pictures of hundreds of women in small rooms, all using sewing machines in bad light, all working frantically.

From a sweat shop? Stefan said, startled, when she showed him the picture in her mind. These? He dropped the clothes on the floor of the closet hastily.

What about this one? Stefan handed her a different shirt.

Elena studied it soberly, held it to her cheek. No sweating, frantically sewing women.

Okay? Stefan said. But Elena had frozen. She went to the window and peered out.

Whats wrong?

This time, she sent him only one picture. He recognized it immediately.

Damon.

Stefan felt a tightening in his chest. His older brother had been making Stefans existence as miserable as possible for nearly half a millennium. Every time that Stefan had managed to get away from him, Damon had tracked him down, looking forwhat? Revenge? Some final satisfaction? They had killed each other at the same instant, back in Renaissance Italy. Their fencing swords had pierced each others hearts almost simultaneously, in a duel over a vampire girl. Things had only gone downhill from there.

But hes saved your life a few times, too, Stefan thought, suddenly discomfited. And you promised youd watch out for each other, take care of each other.

Stefan looked sharply at Elena. She was the one whod made both of them take the same oathwhen she was dying. Elena looked back with eyes that were limpid, deep blue pools of innocence.

In any case, he had to deal with Damon, who was now parking his Ferrari beside Stefans Porsche in front of the boardinghouse.

Stay in here andand keep away from the window. Please, Stefan hastily told Elena. He dashed out of the room, shut the door, and almost ran down the steps.

He found Damon standing by the Ferrari, examining the dilapidated boardinghouses exteriorfirst with sunglasses on, then with them off. Damons expression said that it didnt make a great deal of difference whichever way you looked at it.

But that wasnt Stefans first concern. It was Damons aura and the variety of different scents lingering on himwhich no human nose would ever be able to detect, much less untangle.

What have you been doing? Stefan said, too shocked for even a perfunctory greeting.

Damon gave him a 250-watt smile. Antiquing, he said, and sighed. Oh, and I did some shopping. He fingered a new leather belt, touched the pocket with the video camera, and pushed back his Ray-Bans. Would you believe it, this little dust speck of a town has some pretty decent shopping. I like shopping.

You like stealing, you mean. And that doesnt account for half of what I can smell on you. Are you dying or have you just gone crazy? Sometimes, when a vampire had been poisoned or had succumbed to one of the few mysterious curses or illnesses that afflict their kind, they would feed feverishly, uncontrollably, on whateverwhomeverwas at hand.

Just hungry, Damon replied urbanely, still surveying the boardinghouse. And what happened to basic civility, by the way? I drive all the way out here and do I get a Hello, Damon, or Nice to see you, Damon? No. Instead I hear What have you been doing, Damon? He gave the imitation a whining, mocking twist. I wonder what Signore Marino would think of that, little brother?

Signore Marino, Stefan said through his teeth, wondering how Damon was able to get under his skin every timetoday with a reference to their old tutor of etiquette and dancinghas been dust for hundreds of years by nowas we should be, too. Which has nothing to do with this conversation, brother. I asked you what you were doing, and you know what I meant by ityou must have bled half the girls in town.

Girls and women, Damon reproved, holding up a finger facetiously. We must be politically correct, after all. And maybe you should be taking a closer look at your own diet. If you drank more, you might begin to fill out. Who knows?

If I drank more? There were a number of ways to finish this sentence, but no good ones. What a pity, he said instead to the short, slim, and compact Damon, that youll never grow another millimeter taller however long you live. And now, why dont you tell me what youre doing here, after leaving so many messes in town for me to clean upif I know you.

Im here because I want my leather jacket back, Damon said flatly.

Why not just steal anoth? Stefan broke off as he suddenly found himself flying briefly backward and then pinned against the groaning boards of the boardinghouse wall, with Damon right in his face.

I didnt steal these things, boy. I paid for themin my own coin. Dreams, fantasies, and pleasure from beyond this world. Damon said the last words with emphasis, since he knew they would infuriate Stefan the most.

Stefan was infuriatedand in a dilemma. He knew Damon was curious about Elena. That was bad enough. But right now he could also see a strange gleam in Damons eyes. As if the pupils had, for a moment, reflected a flame. And whatever Damon had been doing today was abnormal. Stefan didnt know what was going on, but he knew just how Damon was going to finish this off.

But a real vampire shouldnt pay, Damon was saying in his most taunting tones. After all, were so wicked that we ought to be dust. Isnt that right, little brother? He held up the hand with the finger on which he wore the lapis lazuli ring that kept him from crumbling to dust in the golden afternoon sunlight. And then, as Stefan made a movement, Damon used that hand to pin Stefans wrist to the wall.

Stefan feinted to the left and then lunged right to break Damons hold on him. But Damon was fast as a snakeno, faster. Much faster than usual. Fast and strong with all the energy of the life force hed absorbed.

Damon, you Stefan was so angry that he briefly lost his hold on rational thought and tried to swipe Damons legs out from under him.

Yes, its me, Damon, Damon said with jubilant venom. And I dont pay if I dont feel like it; I just take. I take what I want, and I give nothing in return.

Stefan stared into those heated black-on-black eyes and again saw the tiny flicker of flame. He tried to think. Damon was always quick to attack, to take offense. But not like this. Stefan had known him long enough to know something was off; something was wrong. Damon seemed almost feverish. Stefan sent a small surge of Power toward his brother, like a radar sweep, trying to put his finger on what was different.

Yes, I see youve got the idea, but youll never get anywhere that way, Damon said wryly, and then suddenly Stefans insides, his entire body was on fire, was in agony, as Damon lashed out with a violent whip of his own Power.

And now, however bad the pain was, Stefan had to be coldly rational; he had to keep thinking, not just reacting. He made a small movement, twisting his neck to the side, looking toward the door of the boardinghouse. If only Elena would stay inside

But it was hard to think with Damon still whiplashing him. He was breathing fast and hard.

Thats right, Damon said. We vampires takea lesson you need to learn.

Damon, were supposed to take care of each otherwe promised

Yes, and Im going to take care of you right now.

Then Damon bit him.

And Damon bled him.

It was even more painful than the lashings of Power, and Stefan held himself carefully still for it, refusing to put up a struggle. The razor-sharp teeth shouldnt have hurt as they plunged into his carotid, but Damon was holding him at an anglenow by his hairdeliberately so that they did.

Then came the real pain. The agony of having blood drawn out against your will, against your resistance. That was a torture that humans compared with having their souls ripped out from their living bodies. They would do anything to avoid it. All Stefan knew was that it was one of the greatest physical anguishes that he had ever had to endure, and that at last tears formed in his eyes and rolled down his temples and down into his wavy dark hair.

Worse, for a vampire, was the humiliation of having another vampire treat you like a human, treat you like meat. Stefans heart was pounding in his ears as he writhed under the double carving knives of Damons canines, trying to bear the mortification of being used this way. At leastthank GodElena had listened to him and stayed in his room.

He was beginning to wonder if Damon had truly gone insane and meant to kill him whenat lastwith a shove that sent him off balance, Damon released him. Stefan tripped and fell, rolled, and looked up, only to find Damon standing over him again. He pressed his fingers to the torn flesh on his neck.

And now, Damon said coldly, you will go up and get me my jacket.

Stefan got up slowly. He knew Damon must be savoring this: Stefans humiliation, Stefans neat clothes wrinkled and covered with torn blades of grass and mud from Mrs. Flowers scraggly flower bed. He did his best to brush them off with one hand, the other still pressed to his neck.

Youre quiet, Damon remarked, standing by his Ferrari, running his tongue over his lips and gums, his eyes narrow with pleasure. No snappy back talk? Not even a word? I think this is a lesson I should teach you more often.

Stefan was having trouble making his legs move. Well, that went about as well as could be expected, he thought as he turned back toward the boardinghouse. Then he stopped.

Elena was leaning out of the unshuttered window in his room, holding Damons jacket. Her expression was very sober, suggesting shed seen everything.

It was a shock for Stefan, but he suspected it was an even greater shock for Damon.

And then Elena whirled the jacket around once and threw it so that it made a direct landing at Damons feet, wrapping around them.

To Stefans astonishment, Damon went pale. He picked up the jacket as if he didnt really want to touch it. His eyes were on Elena the whole time. He got in his car.

Good-bye, Damon. I cant say its been a pleasure

Without a word, looking for all the world like a naughty child whod been whipped, Damon turned on the ignition.

Just leave me alone, he said expressionlessly in a low voice.

He drove off in a cloud of dust and gravel.



Elenas eyes were not serene when Stefan shut the door to his room behind him. They were shining with a light that nearly stopped him in the doorway.

He hurt you.

He hurts everyone. He doesnt seem to be able to help it. But there was something weird about him today. I dont know what. Right now, I dont care. But look at you, making sentences!

Hes Elena paused, and for the first time since shed first opened her eyes back in the glade where she had been resurrected, there was a frown-wrinkle on her forehead. She couldnt make a picture. She didnt know the right words. Something inside him. Growing inside him. Likecold fire, dark light, she said finally. But hidden. Fire that burns from the inside out.

Stefan tried to match this up with anything hed heard of and came up blank. He was still humiliated that Elena had seen what had happened. All I know thats inside him is my blood. Along with that of half the girls in town.

Elena shut her eyes and shook her head slowly. Then, as if deciding not to go any further down that path, she patted the bed beside her.

Come, she ordered confidently, looking up. The gold in her eyes seemed especially lustrous. Let meunhurtthe pain.

When Stefan didnt come immediately, she held out her arms. Stefan knew he shouldnt go to them, but he was hurtespecially in his pride.

He went to her and bent down to kiss her hair.
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Later that day Caroline was sitting with Matt Honeycutt, Meredith Sulez, and Bonnie McCullough, all listening to Stefan on Bonnies mobile phone.

Late afternoon would be better, Stefan told Bonnie. She takes a little nap after lunchand anyway, itll be cooler in a couple hours. I told Elena youd be coming by, and shes excited to see you. But remember two things. First, its only been seven days since she came back, and shes not quiteherself yet. I think shell get over hersymptomsin just a few days, but meanwhile dont be surprised by anything. And second, dont say anything about what you see here. Not to anyone.

Stefan Salvatore! Bonnie was scandalized and offended. After all weve been through together, you think wed blab?

Not blab, Stefans voice came back over the mobile, gently. But Bonnie was going on.

Weve stuck together through rogue vampires and the towns ghost, and werewolves, and Old Ones, and secret crypts, and serial killings andandDamonand have we ever told people about them? Bonnie said.

Im sorry, Stefan said. I just meant that Elena wont be safe if any of you tells even one person. It would be all over the newspapers right away: GIRL RETURNS TO LIFE. And then what do we do?

I understand about that, Meredith said briefly, leaning in so that Stefan could see her. You dont need to worry. Every one of us will vow not to tell anyone. Her dark eyes flicked momentarily toward Caroline and then away again.

I have to ask youStefan was making use of all his Renaissance training in politeness and chivalry, particularly considering that three of the four people watching him on the phone were femaledo you really have any way to enforce a vow?

Oh, I think so, Meredith said pleasantly, this time looking Caroline directly in the eyes. Caroline flushed, her bronzed cheeks and throat turning scarlet. Let us work it out, and in the afternoon, well come over.

Bonnie, who was holding the phone, said, Anybody have anything else to say?

Matt had remained silent during most of the conversation. Now he shook his head, making his shock of fair hair fly. Then, as if he couldnt hold it back, he blurted, Can we talk to Elena? Just to say hi? I meanits been a whole week. His tanned skin burned with a sunset glow almost as brightly as Carolines had.

I think youd better just come over. Youll see why when you get here. Stefan hung up.

They were at Merediths house, sitting around an old patio table in the backyard. Well, we can at least take them some food, Bonnie suggested, rocketing up from her seat. God knows what Mrs. Flowers makes for them to eator if she does. She made waving motions to the others as if to raise them from their chairs by levitation.

Matt started to obey, but Meredith remained seated. She said quietly, We just made a promise to Stefan. Theres the matter of the vow first. And the consequences.

I know youre thinking about me, Caroline said. Why dont you just say so?

All right, Meredith said, Im thinking about you. Why are you suddenly interested in Elena again? How can we be sure that you wont go spreading the news of this all around Fells Church?

Why would I want to?

Attention. Youd love to be at the center of a crowd, giving them every juicy detail.

Or revenge, Bonnie added, suddenly sitting down again. Or jealousy. Or boredom. Or

Okay, Matt interrupted. I think thats enough with the reasons.

Just one more thing, Meredith said quietly. Why do you care so much about seeing her, Caroline? The two of you havent gotten along in almost a year, ever since Stefan came to Fells Church. We let you in on the call to Stefan, but after what he said

If you really need a reason why I should care, after everything that happened a week ago, wellwell, I would think youd understand without being told! Caroline fixed shining cat-green eyes on Meredith.

Meredith looked back with her best no-expression expression.

All right! Caroline said. She killed him for me. Or had him called to Judgment, or whatever. That vampire, Klaus. And after being kidnapped andandandusedlike a toywhenever Klaus wanted bloodor Her face twisted and her breathing hitched.

Bonnie felt sympathy, but she also was wary. Her intuition was aching, warning her. And she noticed that although Caroline spoke about Klaus, the vampire, she was strangely silent about her other kidnapper, Tyler Smallwood, the werewolf. Maybe because Tyler had been her boyfriend until he and Klaus had held her hostage.

Im sorry, Meredith said in a quiet voice that did sound sorry. So you want to thank Elena.

Yes. I want to thank her. Caroline was breathing hard. And I want to make sure that shes okay.

Okay. But this oath covers quite a bit of time, Meredith continued calmly. You may change your mind tomorrow, next week, a month from nowwe havent even thought about consequences.

Look, we cant threaten Caroline, Matt said. Not physically.

Or get other people to threaten her, Bonnie said wistfully.

No, we cant, Meredith said. But for the short termyoure a sorority pledge this coming fall, arent you, Caroline? I can always tell your prospective sorority sisters that you broke your solemn vow about somebody who is helpless to hurt youwho Im sure doesnt want to hurt you. Somehow I dont think theyd care for you much after that.

Carolines face flushed deeply again. You wouldnt. You wouldnt go interfering with my college

Meredith cut her off with two words. Try me.

Caroline seemed to wilt. I never said I wouldnt take the vow, and I never said I wouldnt keep it. Just try me, why dont you? IIve learned a few things this summer.

I should hope so. The words, although nobody said them aloud, seemed to hover over all of them. Carolines hobby for the entire last year had been trying to find ways to hurt Stefan and Elena.

Bonnie shifted position. There was somethingshadowedbehind what Caroline was saying. She didnt know how she knew; it was the sixth sense that shed been born with. But maybe it just had to do with how much Caroline had changed, with what she had learned, Bonnie told herself.

Look how many times shed asked Bonnie in the last week about Elena. Was she really all right? Could Caroline send flowers? Could Elena have visitors yet? When would she be all right? Caroline really had been a nuisance, although Bonnie didnt have the heart to tell her that. Everyone else was waiting just as anxiously to see how Elena wasafter returning from the afterlife.

Meredith, who always had a pen and paper, was scribbling some words. Now she said, How about this? and they all leaned forward to look at the pad.


I swear not to tell anyone about any supernatural events relating to Stefan or Elena, unless given specific permission to do so by Stefan or Elena. I will also help in the punishment of anyone who breaks this vow, in a way to be determined by the rest of the group. This vow is made in perpetuity, with my blood as my witness.



Matt was nodding his head. In perpetuityperfect, he said. It sounds just like what an attorney would write.

What followed was not particularly attorney-like. Each of the individuals around the table took the piece of paper, read it aloud, and then solemnly signed it. Then they each pricked a finger with a safety pin that Meredith had in her purse and added a drop of blood beside their signatures, with Bonnie shutting her eyes as she pricked herself.

Now its really binding, she said grimly, as one who knows. I wouldnt try to break this.

Ive had enough of blood for a long time, Matt said, squeezing his finger and looking at it gloomily.

That was when it happened. Merediths contract was sitting in the center of the table so all could admire it when, from a tall oak where the backyard met the forest, a crow came swooping down. It landed on the table with a raw-throated scream, causing Bonnie to scream, too. The crow cocked an eye at the four humans, who were hastily pulling back their chairs to get out of its way. Then it cocked its head the other way. It was the biggest crow any of them had ever seen, and the sun stroked iridescent rainbows from its plumage.

The crow seemed, for all the world, to be examining the contract. And then it did something so quickly that it made Bonnie dart behind Meredith, stumbling over her chair. It opened its wings, leaned forward, and pecked violently at the paper, seeming to aim at two specific spots.

And then it was gone, first fluttering, and then soaring off until it was a tiny black speck in the sun.

Its ruined all our work, Bonnie cried, still safely behind Meredith.

I dont think so, said Matt, who was closer to the table.

When they dared to move forward and look at the paper, Bonnie felt as if someone had thrown a blanket of ice around her back. Her heart began to pound.

Impossible as it seemed, the violent pecking was all red, as if the crow had retched up blood to color it. And the red marks, surprisingly delicate, looked exactly like an ornate letter:



D



And under that:



Elena is mine.
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