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He loves me...
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I thought I knew how it feels when loved ones keep secrets from you. Knew what it’s like to have your life flipped upside down and spun on its axis. Really, I had no idea...

The rear-view mirror is what I keep my eyes on as I drive back to The Basement. My sister looks peaceful, lying unconscious on the floor of the van. Once I’d shut us inside the vehicle, I took her helmet off and folded my spacesuit into a pillow under her head so she’d be more comfortable.

When I drove away from The Council’s HQ earlier tonight to break into Mac’s penthouse, I’d parked the van near a school in central London. The scent-locking astronaut attire that I brought from Mac’s meant that I could’ve run us straight to the derelict church without worrying about leaving a trail. But I have to take the van back.

Chess won’t let me hear the end of it if we got a parking ticket.

It’s past midnight when we get home. Raven’s still under from the sedative Christian gave her. Placing her helmet over her head, I carry her inside. Several Council members are scattered around the church. The mood is sombre. Heads bowed, eyes pained. Too distraught to give me strange looks for cradling a spaceman in my arms.

Even Dan and Joe keep quiet as I approach them. “Is it Mr. Atkins?” I ask them tentatively.

“He’s gone,” Joe replies sadly. I shudder. “Just a few minutes ago.”

Wordlessly, I run to the trapdoor—it’s open, people going in and out of The Basement—and head for my room. Placing Raven on my bed, I remove her helmet and inject her with the sedative I brought from Mac’s first aid kit. Shutting myself in the bathroom, I wait for the crushing feeling inside me to cease.

I hardly knew Mr. Atkins, so it’s really the loss of a human life that I’m grieving. And the fact that Amber and Aiden have lost their beloved granddad. I can’t imagine what Amber’s going through.

As I enter the hospital room, I don’t need to imagine. I can see what Adam Atkins’ death has done to her.

It’s almost killed her, too.

Her blue eyes are lifeless, her fair skin as white as mine.

And her heart... it’s beating like mad in her chest.

But she’s not crying.

Her brother is in the chair next to her and has one arm around her. Tears leak from his blue eyes every now and then. Aiden’s golden hair has lost its glossiness, its shine.

Chess is the only one crying audibly. Mum has her arms around her and is patting her black tresses soothingly. My mother’s light brown eyes appraise me curiously, her blonde hair damp from a shower. The rest of the people that sit at the Elders’ table—Uncle Roger, Marcus, and Martin—are standing against the walls, looking forlorn and a little lost.

Walking up to Amber, I put my hand on her shoulder.

“Oh, Ellie!” the witch cries, getting to her feet. She throws her arms around me and I rub her back as she sobs in my arms.

“At least she’s crying now,” Uncle Roger murmurs to himself; only mum and I hear.

“He’s gone, Ellie,” Amber repeats over and over.

“I know, honey. I’m so sorry.” I run my hand over her silvery-blonde hair, tuck it behind her ears. “He was very sweet. It won’t be the same without him.”

Things will change again once everyone meets Raven.

How will they react to her? Will they be as shocked as I was when I saw her trying to behead me in Mac’s bedroom or will they exhibit relief and delight to have her back because they actually knew she existed? Did they?

Am I last to find out about her? Like always?

Mum definitely knew about her other Slayer daughter—you don’t forget carrying two babies in your womb, giving birth to twins.

The epic showdown I’d intended to have with her is on the back-burner now as the doctor asks us to leave Mr. Atkins’ bedside. So he can prepare the deceased for his burial. Yes, The Council’s doctor is also a mortician.

“Will you sit with us, Ellie?” Amber asks when we get to her room, Aiden sitting beside her on the bed.

Her room is identical to mine—wooden double bed, single wooden wardrobe, all stained dark brown—minus the weapons chest I have. Unlike my room however, hers isn’t soundproofed.

I take a seat next to Aiden. We haven’t said much to each other since I returned, but each time our eyes meet, it seems like he wants to say something to me. Yes, I’d decided earlier tonight that Aiden and I are incompatible, but it doesn’t stop me from finding him attractive—physically, that is—or feeling giddy at the notion of him fancying me.

I’m a girl, after all.

“Granddad liked you, Ellie,” Amber tells me. “He asked about you a couple of times after you went hunting...”

“I liked him, too.”

“How was your first solo hunting trip?” Aiden asks, shifting in his seat to face me. His sad eyes reach out to hold onto mine, but I don’t let them.

“Oh, the usual, for me.” I sigh.

And the usual for me is... drum roll please... stumbling on secrets when I least expect them.

His eyebrows join in the middle. “Did something happen?”

Loads happened, but this isn’t the time to discuss the existence of my twin, who by the way, will probably wake up in a few minutes.

“That’s not important right now. You guys should get some rest. Tomorrow—well, later today—is going to be another tough day.”

The funeral service. It’s going to be held at the church above, but Mr. Atkins is going to be buried in a cemetery across the city. Where his wife is buried.

“Ellie’s right,” Aiden says to his sister. “Try to get some shut-eye, sis.” He tucks her in, kisses her temple, and we leave her room. He walks me to my room. I don’t open my door. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks.

“I should be the one to ask you that,” I say evasively. “How you holding up?”

He looks uncomfortable to be conversing out in the corridor. Sorry, Aiden, but I’m not ready to introduce you to my sister yet.

“I’m going to miss him,” he breathes. “I wish I got to spend more time with him...”

“It still wouldn’t have felt like enough.”

“I know, and I don’t regret going to Reading—I wouldn’t have gotten to know you otherwise. From a distance, that is—”

“I’m sorry I got in the way of you spending the last couple of years with your grandfather.”

“That’s not what I was getting at, Ellie,” he insists. “I was saying that I don’t regret it. If I hadn’t gone to Reading, Chess and I wouldn’t have split up.”

“Your history with Chess is none of my business, remember?” My tone is curt, hurt by the memory of him telling me that I had no business asking about him and Chess.

“I’m sorry I said that, Ellie,” he tells me passionately. “I’ve been regretting it ever since. It’s just... really hard for me.”

“What is?”

“Being around you.”

“Why—what have I ever done to you?”

“Nothing.” He sighs. “And you never will.”

I take a step back. “I don’t get it.” But I do. I so do.

The geek covers the distance between us. “For someone whose brain works as fast as yours, you really are quite slow, aren’t you?” There’s a small smile on his lips. He looks really cute.

Stop it! It’s not going to work out with him, remember? “Don’t say anything you’ll regret later,” I caution him.

“But that’s the thing, though—I’ll regret not telling you. We know life’s too short, but sometimes it takes the death of a loved one for the message to hit home.”

“Or the death of a loved one makes you over-emotional and clouds your judgement,” I argue.

“That’s not what this is. Ellie, I—”

My index finger flies to his lips, hushing him. “If after a few weeks, you still want to say what you were about to, when you’ve thought it all through, long-term consequences and all, I’ll let you tell me. Not right now. Not after what just happened.” Maybe not even then...

Because if he does, I’ll have to break his heart.

Aiden chuckles. “You sure do pick your moments to go all mature on us, don’t you?”

I shrug.

“Granddad really did like you, Ellie.”

“I’m really sorry for your loss, Aiden. If there’s anything I can do—as a friend—let me know.”

“Can I get a hug?” he asks, averting my gaze.

“Sure.”

We hug, and it’s the sweetest moment we’ve had. Unlike all our previous moments, this time I’m clear about how he feels about me.

He loves me...
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Lola!
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Raven comes around soon after I tie her hands behind her back and both her feet together using heavy chains from my weapons chest. I don’t feel great about this. But I know she’ll try to punch and kick her way out of this room as soon as she gets her bearings. I’ll probably even let her behead me, to overcompensate for being the reason she fainted when she was trying to save Mac.

When she finds out I killed him, she’ll use my own diamond-made sword to chop me up and douse me with the poison blood in my pocket.

“Where am I? Where’s Edward?” are of course the first things she says after scrambling to a seated position on the bed and taking in her surroundings. She glares at me too, by the way.

I can’t get my head around the fact that my sister was having an affair with a vicious vampire like Mac. The System’s Head of European Operations at that! Though it’s possible Mac was pretending, the affection he showed her did look genuine. That made it even more disgusting.

What Raven felt for him, though—whether it be infatuation, a crush of a huge magnitude, or real love—was one-hundred percent authentic. That’s why, I have to go easy on her when I tell her what I did to him.

Standing at the foot of the bed, I fold my arms across my chest. “The answer to your first question is related to who you really are,” I tell her calmly, doing the big-sister act, even though I don’t know who was born first.

Either way, we’re both Slayers. The whole first daughter rule doesn’t apply to identical twins. Raven and I came from the same fertilised egg. We have the same DNA, the same blood.

“The honour of telling you all about your lineage belongs to mother dearest.”

Raven gives me a ‘like-I-care’ look.

“As for Edward—”

“Where is he?” she roars. “What have you and Christian done to him?”

I inhale deeply through my nose. Christian. I’m trying not to think about him. Hoping not to mention his cameo appearance at Mac’s. I’ll only get lectured for not finishing him off when I had the chance. They’ll tell me I’m crazy for giving him a chance to live—my ultimate enemy, according to the Prophecy. They won’t get that I owed him. He freed me from Violet’s fire-wall and did significant damage to Mac.

If Christian hadn’t dropped in—literally—I would’ve been surrounded by System agents before coming close to killing Mac or his bodyguards. Mac and Violet might’ve killed me if Iris managed to get Raven out of the penthouse. Of course, Christian had his own agenda, but it doesn’t change the fact that I benefited from his presence, his actions.

The Council won’t see it that way, though.

No, in their opinion, vampires don’t deserve the benefit of the doubt, a reward for inadvertently helping us.

Not that I gave Christian the benefit of anything. I simply decided to waste little time on him and prioritised getting myself and Raven out of there before Mac’s back-up arrived.

On the drive home, I did think that it was nice of my creator to tend to Raven’s wounds and suit her up in the scent-locking getup. I refuse to ask myself why he made himself so useful—Christian’s behaviour never makes sense.

Boy, did he look hot! Black hair arranged in immaculate spikes. Handsomely sculpted face, perfect nose. His cinnamon scent... In the last six months, I’d almost forgotten how good-looking he was. That he was the first guy I fancied enough to let him seduce me. And when he was in action-hero mode, laying into Mac like that, I got to see why many consider him the most dangerous vampire in the world.

It’s not just his invisibility cloak that makes him invincible; his speed, strength, and imagination when fighting another immortal, makes him a force not to be reckoned with. He was undeniably badass.

“If you so much as burnt an inch of him,” Raven threatens through clenched teeth. “I will rip you and Christian to shreds. I’ll hunt down and destroy everyone the two of you ever met.”

“I see Mac’s philosophy on revenge filtered into you,” I say with a sneer. It’s going to be very hard to be nice to her when she sounds so much like the most hated immortal in history. “It’s what led him to massacre so many innocent witches.”

“The witches took his family away from him!”

“A select few,” I remind her. “But he and Ana punished every single witch in the world for the crimes of a few.”

She rolls her eyes. “Tell me where Edward is!”

Taking a deep breath, I say, “I’m really sorry, sis, but Mac is dead.”

She shakes her head, a few tears leak from her brown eyes. “I don’t believe it. Edward is indestructible.”

“So am I,” I whisper. “And apparently so is Christian when he makes himself invisible. Together, we were just too much for him.”

She searches my face for signs of untruthfulness and finds none. More tears rush down her cheeks. But she doesn’t break down. Raven seems like the kind of girl who’s been brought up to believe that crying is a sign of weakness and the only reaction to pain should be the urge to eliminate the cause of it.

And get revenge, too.

“I know what you felt for him,” I say softly. “And I’m really sorry that you’re hurting.”

Grief like the kind I’ve never known engulfs her, sucks dry her lifeless eyes. Her heart hammers against her chest so hard and fast that I think it wants to break free of her body and seek solace in Mac’s ashes.

I hate myself for being the cause of so much agony, and when I think that it’s my sister, my flesh and blood, I want to set her loose and let her do every little sadistic thing she wants to do to me. But I won’t die because I rid the world of a monster like Mac, no matter how much my twin loved him.

“You’re not the only person grieving today,” I murmur. “We lost one of our Elders tonight, and his grandchildren—”

“I don’t care!” Raven spits through her teeth. “I will destroy the lot of you!”

“You will not turn against your own people, Raven!” I tell her, voice stern. “If you so much as lift a finger against anyone here, you’ll have me to deal with.” My threat might be an empty one, but Raven doesn’t know that.

As far as she’s concerned, I’m just another soulless vampire. No different to the ruthless immortals she’s heard about from Mac and her nannies, one who won’t think twice about killing a twin if she becomes too troublesome.

She has no idea my Slayer-blood preserved my humanity and rendered me incapable of intentionally harming humans. Everyone else will need to play along with this; it might just be the only way to keep Raven on a leash.

“I’m not scared of you,” Raven tells me defiantly.

“You should be. Because when I think about you harming innocent people for no reason other than spite, I—”

My words come to a stop because I hear mum and the others coming towards the living quarters. Mum stops outside her door for a few seconds before walking over to mine.

“Ellie?” she says, knocking on my door.

Looks like the long-awaited mother-daughter reunion is going to take place sooner than I thought...

“That’s our mother,” I whisper; I don’t want to make Raven privy to the fact that people outside can’t hear what goes on inside my room. “Be nice.”

“I don’t have a mother!” Raven growls.

Shrugging, I go and open the door. As she enters, mum starts saying that she wanted to ask how my hunting trip was and freezes at the sight of Raven. Her mouth pops open, but no sound comes out.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen her speechless.

After the longest five seconds ever, my mother turns her astounded eyes to me, before flipping back to my identical twin. She does that a couple of times in quick succession and I keep my expression blank.

I don’t say anything—she’s the one that owes me an explanation, not the other way around.

Unsurprisingly, the first thing she says when she rushes over to the bed and throws her arms around the girl sitting on it, is the name she’d chosen for her other daughter.

“Lola!”
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Traitors
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“That’s a turn out for the books,” I mutter as mum showers Raven with kisses. The girl squirms. “I thought you’d have gone with Erika or Esmeralda...”

“Oh, Ellie, where did you find her? Before I even told you about her...” She comes to hug me, genuine delight and gratitude in her touch. I wonder if she feels the irritation and suspicion in mine.

Returning to the bed, she touches her palm to Raven’s face. The girl jerks her head away. “I planned to call you Eloise. Thought we’d call you Lola for short.” She smiles. “Elisia and Eloise. Ellie and Lola.” Then, she frowns at me. “Why have you tied her up?” 

“Untie her, if you dare.” I shrug. “But first, can you answer the question that’s plagued both our minds since we met?” Mum swallows painfully. “Which one of us popped out first?”

Mum and Raven blink in surprise. “Well, Ellie, you. By how many minutes, I don’t know—I lost consciousness after you were born. My makeshift midwives managed to deliver Lola—”

“Raven!” my sister insists angrily.

“She goes by the name of Raven these days,” I say matter-of-factly. “I prefer Raven to Lola, though. Eloise is cool, but quite a mouthful...”

Mum gives me a disapproving look before getting to work on the chains around Raven.

“You shouldn’t do that right now,” I warn mum as she frees Raven’s hands. “She didn’t exactly come with me willingly. In fact, she has no desire to assimilate into the family of the vampire that killed her beau.”

Mum gets to her feet instantly. “I beg your pardon?”

“I killed her lover, boyfriend, partner. Mate. Call it what you like, I done him over. And she hates me for it. Not that she felt any love for me before that.” I roll my eyes. “She wanted me dead before I laid a finger on her man. Now she wants to annihilate everyone I know. Including you mum, who she refuses to acknowledge or accept.”

“You killed—”

“Tell me why I learned about my twin moments before she was about to behead me.”

Mum’s eyes widen in alarm. “She what?” 

“You’ve hidden way too much from me,” I seethe, “and I won’t take it anymore. I deserve the truth.”

Nodding, mum walks over to the door. “So does everyone else. Meet me at the Elders’ table in five minutes. Bring Lola with you.”

“My name is Raven!” my sister screeches. “And I’m not going anywhere with you!” She gives me a glare. I pretend to cower back.

“Maybe Amber should give her something to... calm her down?” I suggest, raising an eyebrow at mum.

Mum thinks about magical intervention for a couple of seconds. “I’ll send Amber over.”

“No, I’ll get her,” I insist. “You and I need to—”

“I want to tell this story only once,” she says, tone firm. “Otherwise, I’m telling you nothing.”

“You can’t do that!”

“I can. I held it back for over 18 years, didn’t I?” She leaves to round up the Elders and managing members, all of them still awake.
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When my right-hand witch knocks on my door, Raven’s back in chains and in her spaceman helmet. I’ll lift it off her head at the Elders’ table as a dramatic gesture. 

Amber’s bloodshot eyes narrow as she takes in the sight of the chained up, squirming astronaut on my bed. “What on earth...?”

“Mum’s gonna explain everything in four minutes,” I reply robotically. “In order for her to do that, Raven here needs to behave. Do you know any spells that can... subdue her?”

Ignoring my request, the witch goes up to Raven to get a better look. “Why have you gagged her?”

Because her demands of “let me go” raked up my skin. “I wouldn’t get too close to her Amber—”

Raven head-butts Amber as soon as she’s within her reach. The witch stumbles backwards saying, “Ow!” The helmet is made of tough plastic. Raven’s forehead is even tougher, so it’s a good thing for Amber that the headgear got in the way. 

I steady my friend. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry...”

“You did warn me...” Rubbing her forehead, Amber tells me she can make Raven’s muscles, including her speech muscles, relax. “Unless, you want something more drastic?” The expression on her face suggests she won’t mind if I say yes. But mum won’t let me hear the end of it!

Once Amber works her mojo, I carry my twin to the meeting room. Amber’s face falls when she sees the empty seat where her granddad used to occupy.

I sit Raven down on the sole chair opposite the Elders—mum and Uncle Roger—and take my seat next to Aiden. He’s yet to be sworn-in as the new Elder, so he sits to the left of his future seat. Amber takes her chair next to mine, drying her eyes inconspicuously. 

Opposite us sit Chess, Martin, and Marcus, all three of the managing members wearing ‘is-this-really-necessary-right-now?’ expressions on their tired faces.

“I’m extremely sorry for calling this meeting at this hour, under these circumstances,” mum says. “But this can’t wait.” She turns her steely gaze on me. “Ellie, would you like to start?”

“No,” I answer serenely. No way am I saying anything before she spills!

“Ellie!” she scolds.

“Mum!” I whine.

“Can you please set aside the mother-daughter theatrics and enlighten us as to why we are here?” Marcus’s cold voice sounds exasperated, his grey eyes irritated.

Mum inhales deeply. “Ellie, I order you to tell us what happened on your hunt.”

Fine, if that’s how she wants to play it...!

In a flash, I’m by Raven’s side, taking her helmet off and un-gagging her. My ta-da moment. “This happened.”

Loud gasps fill the room. Shocked eyes blink at the sleepy-looking girl that looks exactly like me. Except for the eyes; hers are brown whereas mine are red.

“Allow me to introduce you to Raven,” I announce. “Or Lola, short for Eloise.”

“This is insane,” Chess says after a few seconds of staring at my sister, shaking her head. Her black hair is up in a bun so tight it’s stretching the sun-kissed skin of her face. “Kim—who is this girl?”

All eyes fix on mum. She can’t order everyone to mind their own business.

“This is my daughter, Lola. Ellie’s twin,” mum informs them, voice shaky. “They were separated at birth.” She laughs without humour at the cliché. “And the reason I kept this to myself all these years is because—”

She halts, as her eyes travel to Aiden, then Amber. “I myself don’t know what happened.” She’s not lying, but this isn’t what she was going to say initially. “My pregnancy was a difficult one. My labour harder. I lost consciousness after Ellie was born. When I came to, I was alone in the safe-house, flat tummy but only one baby.”

Aiden gets to his feet. “What are you trying to say, Kim?” He looks appalled and afraid. Angry and betrayed. I don’t get it.

Mum stands slowly. In a reassuring tone, she tells him, “I'm not pointing the finger at anyone. I didn’t want anybody else to point the finger, either, that’s why I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re saying it now.” The two of them stare at each other, accusation in their eyes.

“Err, did anyone else lose the plot when all the fingers started pointing?” I wonder aloud.

No one meets my gaze. Amber stares at her lap. Tears fall rapidly onto her baggy dress. I know mum faked her death and ‘went underground’ after she got pregnant with me. When I first came to The Basement, I assumed that she’d spent her pregnancy here. But she’d been somewhere else.

A safe-house.

What did that have to do with Aiden and finger-pointing?

Two seconds later, all the puzzle pieces fit together.

“My parents’ final mission was to guard Kim while she was pregnant with you,” Amber tells me in a broken voice. “We didn’t tell you because we didn’t want you to feel guilty about our parents dying while protecting you.”

“Their bodies were never found,” Marcus reminds the room. “They might be alive.” Ignoring Aiden’s glare, Marcus asks, “Did Adam and Alice know you were carrying identical twin girls, Kimberly?”

Mum closes her eyes. There’s regret in her voice as she whispers, “They were the only people that knew.”

“And they, along with the other Slayer, went missing at the same time...”

“Watch your tongue, Marcus,” Aiden threatens. 

“Yeah, you’re way out of line, Marcus,” I second. “You’re trying to imply that Amber’s parents were...” I can’t finish the sentence.

Amber says it for me. “Traitors.”
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Without a trace
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The silence stings. And I’m not the type to keep my mouth shut. “Why didn’t anybody else know you were having twins?”

“You didn’t even tell mum,” Uncle Roger murmurs when his sister remains quiet. The greying of his brown hair seems to speed up at this, ageing rapidly with the bombshell.

“Or me,” Martin adds. “I was your best friend.”

Whoa. I never thought about this, but I guess mum grew up with Martin, Marcus, and the others, knew them from a young age. And Martin used to be her best buddy. Well, they are the same age... Did they fancy each other?

If so, do they still?

Mum looks much younger than a woman in her late thirties and is quite a catch. Martin’s quite attractive, too; I can tell he was good-looking in his teens. Though his fair hair is natural and mum’s is very much unnatural, they would’ve made a good match back then. 

They make a good pair now...

“Kim, talk to us,” Chess pleads, thick eyebrows creased.

Mum takes a deep breath. “This is going to be harder than I thought...”

“Well, you can’t feel as bad as we do,” Amber says sadly.

Placing my hand on hers, I tell her, “You have nothing to feel bad about. The person that should feel bad is the one keeping all the secrets.” My voice is thick with accusation. When I glare at mum, she mirrors it.

It gets her talking, so my job is done.

“Well, it’s no secret I got pregnant six months after I was anointed Slayer. Around about the time Amber was born.” She switches her gaze to the witch. “Your parents, though they were quite a bit older than me, were very good friends of mine. The two of them were The Council’s most trusted and loyal members.

“They were the first people I told about the pregnancy. As it turned out, AJ had already had a premonition about it. Aiden and Amber’s father, Adam Junior—we called him AJ,” she explains to me. Kinda figured that out myself, mum! “Well, most of us,” she adds, narrowing her eyes at Marcus. He was probably the loner no one hung out with and was bitter about it.

Mum gulps before continuing. “AJ also saw that I was carrying the next Slayer, and that she’d face grave danger upon birth. His visions weren’t as clear-cut as Amber’s are. He just saw photographs of the future, but he could sense more than he saw. And he sensed my daughter needed all the protection we could give her.

“We spoke to Adam, and he thought we needed to take drastic measures. From the Prophecy, he knew the Slayer I was carrying would be special, important. We decided to fake my death and move to a secure location. We told no one where AJ, Alice, and I were going.”

“Where did you go?” Amber asks curiously. Of course, she’d want to know where her parents went when she was a 3-month-old baby. Where they disappeared from. 

Or died.

“It was this secluded little cottage in the countryside,” mum answers, voice almost wistful. “I didn’t know where it was exactly—Alice used a transporter spell to take us there. And a cloaking spell to hide our magical tracks.”

“So, you really didn’t know where you were going?” Martin asks, bewildered. “I thought you didn’t trust me enough to tell me...”

Ignoring her old friend’s outburst, mum ploughs on. “Alice used every protection spell, barrier spell, cloaking, and illusion spell, everything she knew, and made that safe-house impenetrable. No one could see or hear what was going on inside it—especially not vampires. I never left the house. AJ and Alice only left to get food and travelled by magic. They were extremely careful.

“A few weeks later, AJ had another vision. He saw two babies being born. Two girls. It wasn’t another few weeks before he had the premonition that told him I was going to have identical twins. Two Slayers.”

“What if the girls weren’t identical?” Chess asks inquisitively. “Would the daughter born first be the Slayer?”

“The egg that got fertilised first would be the Slayer,” Aiden answers robotically. “Only she’d inherit the poison blood. The other daughter would be no different to Ellie’s little sister Heather.”

Heather... I try not to think about her. I end up missing her too much, worrying about her. It hurts too much to know I’ll never see her again. Ever since Raven entered the picture though, it’s become harder and harder for me to divert my thoughts away from my 12-year-old sister back in Reading.

Lucky for me, my vampire brain can deal with the pain in the background, while I focus on what’s in front of me.

“Has this ever happened before?” Chess enquires. “Twin Slayers?”

“There’s no record of it, no.”

“Can we please stay on track?” Marcus looks exasperated as he shifts his gaze to mum. “And, if there was nothing of note before the birth of your daughters, can you skip to the part where one of them went missing, along with your most trusted bodyguards?”

Glaring at Marcus, mum says, “We thanked our lucky stars that there was nothing of note.”

He smiles at her, his face saying ‘good-for-you!’

“Apart from how the pregnancy was taking its toll on me... I felt so tired all the time. I couldn’t keep any food down. I lost a lot of weight, a lot of my strength.

“A couple of months before I was due, AJ told me that he no longer saw danger for my daughters. Because he no longer saw their futures. Even when he concentrated, when Alice helped him with her magic, he just couldn’t see my daughters’ futures anymore.”

Probably because one of their futures became entwined with a vampire’s. Mac’s. If AJ’s psychic gift was similar to his daughter’s, then he wouldn’t have had the ability to see the futures of vampires. And when a human’s future becomes tangled up with a vamp’s, that human’s future becomes unreadable.

Christian’s mate, Lydia, suffers from the same quirk, in reverse. She can’t see the futures of humans. She only sees the ones that will become vampires.

“Were the babies okay?” Amber asks, concern shadowing her face.

Mum nods. “By then, your mother had become quite the obstetrician. She knew my girls were healthy. And I could hear their heartbeats. So strong...

“But I was as weak as my babies were strong. I had a long labour. I pushed and pushed for hours, but it did little good, and I was getting weaker and weaker.

“I’ll spare you the gory details, but in a nutshell: Ellie was ready to come out but my cervix refused to dilate enough to let her. If I was in a hospital, I would’ve undergone a caesarean. But my makeshift midwives, no matter how much they’d read up on childbirth, didn’t have the ability or equipment to perform a C-section.

“Alice was forced to carry out an emergency episiotomy, though; it’s a small cut to make the... opening bigger. Something went wrong and I was bleeding too much and by the time Ellie was born, I’d fainted.

“The cut had healed somewhat when I awoke—thanks to my Slayer healing powers—so I don’t know if Alice had to make the opening even bigger to deliver Lola. That must’ve been what happened...”

“But you were uncertain because Adam, Alice, and Lola were gone.” Marcus has a smug look on his face. It’s obvious he didn’t like Amber’s parents. He’s enjoying how guilty they look right now.

Aiden, Amber, and Chess join me as I glare at Marcus. He smiles, totally loving it.

“I know AJ and Alice did nothing wrong,” mum declares. Marcus shrugs dismissively. “When I contacted The Council and told them I’d given birth and my guards were missing, Ellie and I were moved to a new safe-house. It’s where we lived for the first couple of years of your life, darling.”

“Of which, I remember nothing,” I scoff.

Uncle Roger clears his throat and says, “When you said AJ and Alice left to get baby supplies and never came back, I did think it sounded a little fishy... Why didn’t you tell us you had twins?”

“One of them went missing while I was unconscious,” mum snaps at her brother. “Along with two of my closest friends, who happened to be Aiden and Amber’s parents and an Elder’s son and daughter-in-law. I didn’t want anyone to suspect them of any wrongdoing, and treat their innocent children any differently to how they deserve.

“I was hoping the three of them would just show up one day, and when they didn’t... I worried that they’d been killed. That the danger AJ had foreseen had caught up with them. 

“Every night, I’d dream about finding Lola and I refused to give up on her. It’s one of the reasons I left the safe-house and moved to Reading. So I could secretly search for my daughter and friends.”

I shake my head. “I should’ve known the whole wanting-to-give-me-a-normal-life-before-I-sacrificed-it-for-my-destiny was another one of your lies.”

“It wasn’t a lie,” she insists. “But you’re right: I had many reasons for dying my hair blonde, changing my identity, and moving to Reading.” She turns to Aiden. “Your granddad was against it, at first—he deemed it unsafe for Ellie to live out in the open.

“I argued that it if the vampires suspected I was alive and had a daughter, they’d search secluded cottages in the country—like the one AJ and Alice went missing from—not residential areas in Reading.

“I also promised to find his son, something The Council had given up on before Ellie’s first birthday. So, he authorised it, and deployed the best guards to protect us.”

“Were there moments when you thought you were close to finding them?” Amber asks tentatively.

Mum shakes her head no. Aiden told me the other day that his parents had just disappeared. Without a trace.
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