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				Yesterday, I felt happy. Not my usual everyday glow, but a wild, fierce happiness that ran along my veins like fire.

				I would have known, even without the slight tug of the bond between us, that it came from you. It felt like you. What were you doing? Where were you yesterday?

				I’m glad you’re happy, Damon.

				I miss you. Thanks to the bond the Guardians forged, we’re never really far away from each other. I’m constantly aware of you, with a low-level hum of Damon-ness running through me. But I’d like to see you in person.

				I can’t believe it’s been four years. I think of how we said goodbye, that last evening at Dalcrest, the bond between our auras so new, and how I cried, and I keep wishing I could have convinced you to stay.

				Stefan misses you too. We keep saying that soon we’ll take a few weeks and come find you, wherever you happen to be. Stefan can show me around streets he hasn’t walked for centuries, and you can take us to the hottest nightclubs, and we’ll all be together again. Family.

				Sometimes I feel like I’m losing so much of my past. Aunt Judith told me yesterday that she wants to sell our house in Fell’s Church and move to Richmond. It makes sense: Robert won’t have so far to commute, and my little sister can go to a terrific school in the city. And after all, I don’t live there any more.

				But I can’t help remembering how my mother and I redecorated my bedroom there before she died, how many nights Bonnie and Meredith and Caroline and I spent there, having sleepovers and telling secrets. How you and Stefan each held me in your arms there, at different times and for different reasons.

				I can say goodbye to that house, even though it hurts, but I can’t say goodbye to you too. Please, Damon, promise me we’ll see each other again.

				Elena Gilbert groaned and ran her fingers through her long blonde hair. Why was it so hard to get to the point? She was getting distracted by her emotions, when she had meant to email Damon for a reason.

				But you already know I miss you, she typed. Now there’s something I have to warn you about.

				Elena looked up from the laptop, glancing around her living room. Everything in her and Stefan’s apartment was serene. Warm, golden lamplight illuminated the pale walls lined with framed reproductions from art exhibits she and Stefan had attended: an abstract of a couple embracing, their bodies melting into each other; a stern-faced Renaissance angel; a field full of wildflowers. Elena’s little sister, Margaret, grinned up from her elementary school graduation picture on a table by the couch; in another photo, Bonnie and Elena stood in silver bridesmaids’ gowns on either side of Meredith, whose face was lit up in a rare smile. Heavy brocaded curtains covered the windows, shutting out the darkness. Sammy, their long-furred white cat, stretched out luxuriously across the couch cushions, only a sliver of one golden eye showing he was awake.

				On the top of a heavy mahogany cabinet rested the small collection of things Stefan had carried with him through all his years of roaming the world: a few gold coins, an ivory-hilted dagger, a stone cup mounted in silver, a gold pendant watch and a small iron coffer. And finally, the most recent addition to his treasures: a silky apricot-coloured hair ribbon, stained with mud, which Elena had once lost in a graveyard.

				Elena remembered when she’d first seen these objects in Stefan’s rooms in Fell’s Church, back when he had been a mysterious, almost frightening, stranger. Now she knew the story behind each of them, understood all these talismans of Stefan’s past.

				The quiet apartment was practically the exact opposite of wherever Damon was right now, which was probably full of bright lights and fast cars. Elena had been so restless for so long – but, here, in the home she and Stefan had made together, she was content.

				Of course, they were never completely safe. But since Klaus’s defeat five years before, nothing more dangerous than a rogue young werewolf or newly made vampire had been drawn to the ley lines that crossed the Dalcrest area. They’d had to go further afield to fight true evil; here they felt protected.

				And she was happy. Mostly.

				There was just . . . a persistent sense of danger that had been creeping up on her lately, invading her dreams with shadows, tugging insistently at the corners of her mind. And in the middle of this danger, she repeatedly sensed Damon’s dark, fiery presence.

				Frowning, she began to type again.

				Wherever you are now, Damon, please be careful. I just know that something is wrong. I’ve tried and tried to find out what it is – stretched my Guardian Powers to their limit and even called Andrés in Costa Rica to see if he knew a way to pinpoint what I’m sensing – but I can’t figure it out.

				All I know is that something awful is going to happen. And, somehow, you’re involved. Please, Damon, be careful. I need you to be safe.

				Elena hit ‘send’ on the email just as a key rattled in the lock. Sammy leaped from the couch in one smooth flow of movement. Elena jumped up too, and hurried towards the door.

				‘Stefan!’ she exclaimed, pulling it open. ‘Welcome home!’

				Even though Stefan felt as familiar and as essential as breathing by now, sometimes the sight of him still knocked Elena back a step. He was just so beautiful, with his classical Roman profile, his dark curls that made her want to tangle her fingers in them. His bottom lip dipped into a sensual curve as he smiled at her, his face opening in a way only Elena ever got to see, and she ran forward to kiss him. She threw all her love into the kiss and felt Stefan’s love in response, warm and reassuring.

				Sammy twined around their ankles, sniffing Stefan, and then stalked away, his tail waving.

				Finally Elena pulled back to look Stefan over and saw that, despite the dark shadows under his leaf-green eyes, his face was serene. The hunt had gone well then. He was safe; Meredith was safe. Elena sighed gratefully and laid her head against Stefan’s shoulder. He was home, and everything would be OK.

				His arms tightened around her. The leather of his jacket was smooth under her cheek. Then she felt something sticky against her face. ‘Stefan?’ she asked, pulling back and touching the wet spot on his black leather jacket. Her fingers came away red with blood. ‘Stefan?’ she asked again, her voice rising, and began to feel frantically over his chest and sides, looking for injuries.

				‘Elena, it’s OK.’ Stefan took her hands. ‘It’s not my blood.’ His smile widened. ‘We killed Celine.’

				Elena sucked in a breath of surprise. They’d been hunting Celine for months. She was an Old One, one of the Original vampires – an ancient, vicious monster who’d stalked the night of every continent for countless centuries. Celine was the last of the three Old Ones they’d been able to find traces of, the last they’d needed to kill to make this part of the world safe.

				At first, Elena had tracked her with Stefan and Meredith . . .

				‘Watch your head,’ Stefan told Elena, holding back a trailing vine for her to duck under. Behind it was an ominous, dark opening, the entrance to a hidden cave. Meredith followed them inside, her stave held at shoulder level in one hand, ready to strike. Stefan’s stave dangled more carelessly, held loosely in his grip.

				‘Celine’s here; I’m sure of it,’ Elena said. She could feel the Old One’s presence, could see the trail of Celine’s aura, peacock blue twisted with gold and black, tarnished with the sickening rust red of old blood. ‘She’s really powerful,’ Elena whispered. ‘And she knows we’re coming.’

				‘Terrific,’ Meredith muttered. They carefully felt their way down the tunnel, half blind in the darkness, Stefan leading the way. The ground was rocky and uneven underfoot. Elena pressed her hands against the cold stone walls to keep from falling. The tunnel led deeper and deeper underground, and Elena breathed slowly, trying not to think about the tons of earth and stone above her.

				‘It’s OK,’ Stefan murmured, squeezing her hand. ‘She can’t hurt you.’ Nothing supernatural could hurt Elena – a benefit of her Guardian Powers, and one they had to keep secret.

				On the silver spikes at the ends of each stave was a telltale darkness – tiny amounts of Elena’s own blood, poison to any Old One. Only her blood would kill Celine; only she could track Celine’s aura. And she could feel her other Guardian Powers readying for the fight, gathering like thunderclouds.

				Elena was ready. She wasn’t afraid, she told herself fiercely. Stefan was right. Nothing supernatural could kill her.

				They stepped cautiously round a curve in the tunnel and blinked, dazzled by a sudden flood of light. The sun shone through an opening somewhere high overhead, hitting the crystals that studded the cavern’s walls, sending brilliant shafts of light everywhere. It took Elena a moment to realise there was a figure in the middle of the room, a pillar of darkness in the light.

				The vampire stood as still and upright as a statue, her thick dark hair hanging heavy and long around her shoulders. Her aura swirled around her, tracing gold and rust red across her features, as though she were dripping with blood. She looked young, her face smooth and serene – until she raised her eyes to meet Elena’s.

				Her eyes were dark, empty – and old, very old. These were eyes that had seen civilisations rise from tiny villages to great cities and then fall into ashes, over and over again. Celine’s delicate eyebrows arched, expectant and amused, as she gazed at them.

				Elena stayed still in the entrance while Stefan and Meredith fanned out, heading in opposite directions along the side of the cavern, their staves poised, watching for their chance. Celine was too powerful for them to attack head-on, but if she were distracted, or if Elena used her Guardian Power against her . . . Meredith caught Elena’s eye, and Elena reached for her Power, understanding. Could she hold the Old One still long enough for one of the others to strike?

				Celine stayed motionless, those cruel dark eyes fixed only on Elena. She can’t hurt me, Elena reminded herself. She took a deep breath and managed to snag the right trigger for her Power, like pulling a string. The energy gathering in her mind began to coalesce. She centred it, feeling the Power as solid as an arrow, directing it at Celine.

				The Old One’s lips quirked into a smile. ‘I don’t think so, little Guardian,’ she said, her voice rich with laughter. ‘I know your secret.’

				She raised one hand and made a quick plucking gesture at the ceiling. A heavy crack rang out through the air as the stone ceiling above them began to split.

				‘Elena, run!’ Stefan shouted. Before she could move, the rocks began plummeting down.

				‘Stefan . . .’ she managed to say, just as everything went black.

				Elena winced, remembering how she’d woken up with a bad concussion, Celine long gone. After that, Stefan and Meredith had refused to let her come on the hunts. Since Celine somehow knew Elena could be killed by natural means – like a rock slide – but not supernatural ones, they thought it was too dangerous to let her get anywhere near the Old One. Elena had wielded her Guardian Powers from a distance, just as Bonnie and Alaric had researched and used magic to try to track Celine.

				But now Celine was dead.

				Ignoring the bloodstains, Elena tugged Stefan to her and kissed him, tenderly at first and then more deeply. ‘You did it. You’re wonderful,’ she murmured against his lips.

				She felt his mouth twitch into a smile, and he pulled back, cupping her cheek in one hand as he looked into her eyes, his clear-eyed gaze so full of love that Elena felt light-headed. ‘We couldn’t have done it without you,’ he said.

				‘Well, yeah,’ Elena joked, glancing down at the slim leather case at their feet that held Stefan’s stave, its tiny silver hypodermics at each end filled with her deadly blood.

				‘More than just that,’ Stefan said, shaking his head. ‘I couldn’t have done any of this without you. Elena, everything I do is because of you.’ His eyes shone, and he ran his fingers softly over her cheek. ‘And you’re safe. This is the end. Now that Celine is dead, there are no more Old Ones.’

				‘Not that we know of,’ Elena said, twisting her lips ruefully. If there was one thing she had learned over the past few years, it was that it was never truly over.

				‘But we’re safe for now.’ He kissed her again, his body solid against hers. Elena let herself fall into the kiss. Their minds intertwined, sending each other love and desire, and then she reluctantly pulled away.

				‘We need to leave for Bonnie’s birthday party in a few minutes,’ she said firmly.

				Stefan smiled and pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head before stepping back. ‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘We’ve got plenty of time.’

				He headed for the bathroom to wash, his stride loose and relaxed.

				Elena looked after him thoughtfully. It was true. Now that Elena had drunk from the Fountain of Eternal Youth and Life, she would be beside Stefan for ever. They had all the time in the world.

				She knew she should be content. But with every steady beat of her heart, she couldn’t help returning to the apprehension in the back of her mind. Despite their shared immortality, despite Celine’s death, Elena had a bad feeling that time was running out.
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Between the secret coven of witches she belongs to and the
incredible power she holds within her, Cassie Blake leads a far
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